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The history of the Church in California, the history of Saint Mary’s College and the
story of the Dominicans on the West Coast have each been written and rewritten,
supported by impressive scholarship. Archives, newspaper morgues and libraries have
been mined for material. Mixed into all of this are some accounts of Archbishop
Alemany. Oddly enough, few have concentrated on this figure crucial to the
development of Catholicism in the West. He was a fascinating character on a
fascinating stage.
The following remarks might help in understanding Alemany. The material is lifted,
many times without apology or thanks, from larger, more scholarly works. In
particular, McGloin and Walsh did an impressive amount of research throughout the
scattered sources. The reader is encouraged to go back and read the following.
McGloin, John B. California’s First Archbishop. New York, 1966. 
Walsh, Henry L. Hallowed Were the Gold Dust Trails. Santa Clara, 1946.
Weber, Francis J. Joseph Sadoc Alemany, Bishop of Monterey. Van Nuys,
1961.
Parmisano, Fabian. Mission West: the Western Dominican Province, 1850-
1966. Oakland, 1995.
Isetti, Ronald. Called to the Pacific. Moraga, 1979.
McDevitt, Matthew. The History of St Mary’s College, 1863-1963.





December in San Francisco is only moderately cold. There is no snow but instead
perhaps some rain. Nonetheless, the sea guarantees a dampness and chill that can be
remarkable. It was nearing midnight on the 6th of that month in 1850 when the
Columbus pulled into the Bay. She worked her way through the acres of ships at
anchor and the hulks abandoned there by men rushing to the gold country beyond
Sacramento. On board were two short Catalans and a young Belgian girl. They had
left New York on 28 October and arrived at the isthmus where the very difficult
crossing was made on foot and by burro. The three managed to reach Panama City
and then on 16 November sailed north to Acapulco and San Francisco. The Pacific
Mail steamer brought not only 95 passengers but letters, packages and the New York
papers. Pony Express, telegraph, overland coach service and the railroad were quite a
way in the future. The little city by the Bay was very keen on any news from back
east.
After clearing customs, the three travelers were met the next morning by Father
Antoine Langlois, a Quebecois and the only active priest in San Francisco. He took
them up to Saint Francis Church on Vallejo that he had founded the year before, the
only church other than the decaying Mission. Needless to say, for the little group it
was a very, very simple reception in a very simple church.
Who were they? The leader was Joseph Alemany, 36, a dynamic figure with a Catalan
flair, equipped with experience in Ohio and Kentucky as well as a mastery of English.
With him was his childhood friend Father Francis Vilarrasa, who would eventually
establish the Dominican Order in West. Each man had taken the name Brother Sadoc
when he had joined the Order. Finally, there was Sister Mary of the Cross, née
Goemaere, of the third order of Saint Dominic. She had been headed from Paris to
work in Ohio when Alemany persuaded her to join the trek to San Francisco. She was
the first religious Sister in the West. 
Alemany had been appointed the Bishop of Monterey and was about to take up his
duties. Over the next 35 years he would build from the ground up a thriving church in
California. In 1863, as part of his consolidating the Church in the far West, he would
found Saint Mary’s College. But before that we might find reasons for this curious
situation by looking around, first at California and then at the world far from the




The arrival of the three travelers on the dock followed by only a few months the
admission of California to the Union 1, the result of many complex and some several
rather simple arrangements. 
The Mexican War over Texas left a lasting mark on the Pacific coast. The Americans
were in a burst of expansion, begun with the purchase of Louisiana. Then a territorial
war with their southern neighbour was to provide them some space. In 1846 on 12
April, John Montgomery and the USS Portsmouth captured Cabo San Lucas. Then
John D Sloat took Monterey on 7 July while Montgomery sailed north to claim the
port of Yerba Buena and the Bay, the greatest harbour on the west coast. Gradually
the Americans had been gaining a foothold in the West but now Commodore Sloat
formally claimed California for the United States. One must not think this was a
violent invasion. The raising of the flag at Yerba Buena was greeted with general
approval. There was only one Mexican corporal staffing the Presidio and he was no
great threat. 
While in 1840 there were four English, six “European” and four Americans at the tiny
port of Yerba Buena, by 1847 the Americans had taken over. General Stephen
Kearney was named governor of the California Territory. Lieutenant W A Bartlett,
serving as alcalde, charged Jasper OFarrell to survey and design the street-grid.
Bartlett then renamed his town San Francisco; it was chartered later, on 15 April
1850.
When the war ended with the Treaty of Guadalupe Hildalgo in 1848, the United
States found itself with enough land to form three states and parts of four more, most
of which very shortly was going to come under Bishop Joseph Alemany. But the
Americans found that their new land was tightly wound up with the Catholic Church
and complications beyond the competence of military men. General Kearney
immediately gave the despoiled Missions of San Jose, Santa Clara, Santa Cruz and
San Juan Baptista to Vicar Rubio, the ecclesiastical authority at the time. This was but
the beginning of a very long struggle over land and money.
The true catalyst in our history is the chance discovery by James W Marshall on 24
January 1848. Marshall was working for the Swiss, Johann Sutter, the lord of central
California, with a feudal empire based in Sacramento. After Marshall noticed gold
glinting in the cold water at Coloma, he and Sutter tried to keep it all quiet, but the
word inevitably leaked out and the Rush was on. Americans as well as Asians and
Europeans flocked into San Francisco aboard any sort of ship available. They jumped
ashore and made their way to the foothills lured by visions of vast wealth. On the way
1 That is, 9 September 1850.
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they stopped at the shops of Stanford, Huntington and Hopkins in Sacramento to buy
the necessary supplies and tools. It turned out the real wealth was to be found in
commerce and not in icy streams!
Just after the discovery of gold, Yerba Buena held about 2 000 folks, but by
December 1849 it was swamped with 12 000. Clearly not everyone headed east to the
hills of gold. Many stayed in the City and opened businesses, and necessarily banks.
A number of these newcomers were Catholics but the general tone of the wildcat
town was hardly religious. Money and whiskey ruled, and brothels quickly appeared.
The old Mission Dolores was occupied by squatters and used for storage, while only
one or two priests 2 served the port area. We find a cry coming from Oregon as early
as 1848 where the Jesuit Fr Michael Accolti was serving:
I found everyone amazingly attacked by the gold fever. It had caused
considerable excitement among all classes of persons. Gold, gold, gold—it’s
the watchword of the day...no one can hold these people back. Everybody is
leaving, and the country remains a desert.
Accolti and his associate, John Nobili, seem to have been infected with this
extraordinary fever: they arrived in San Francisco in December 1849. Again, in
September 1848, Peter H Burnett led a party of 150 overland to California from Fort
Vancouver, the headquarters of the Hudson’s Bay Trading Company. Burnett had
converted after arriving from the east. He became a judge and major figure in the new
state and in the Church, and served as the first governor of California.
The old Californio families and the few new Catholics, formerly under the bishop in
Sonora, Mexico, were served by the diocese of the Two Californias. Pope Gregory xvi
ordered erection of the new diocese in April 1840, appointing a Franciscan, Francisco
Jose Vicente Garcia Diego y Moreno, as ordinary. This hapless bishop was to minister
to the vast lands south of Oregon down to the tip of the Baja.3 He found himself
shuttling between Monterey and Santa Barbara, and was dead after six years 4. No
successor was named and his colleague, Friar Jose Maria Gonzalez Rubio became the
Governor of the Mitre, the vicar of the diocese in the absence of a bishop 5. Much
later this Franciscan was given a tribute during his own lifetime:
2 Fr Jean-Baptiste Brouillet, on loan from Oregon City, said the first mass in the new Saint
Francis Church on 17 July 1849. He and Langlois seem to have been the entire clergy.
3 Since 1846 the equally immense tract north of California had its own bishop at Oregon
City dealing with the territories of Oregon, Washington, Idaho and Montana; that see was
elevated to an archdiocese in 1850. 
4 One of the significant acts of the bishop was his selection of Our Lady, Refuge of Sinners,
as the patroness of Amblas Californias, proclaimed 4 January 1843. Her feast day is 4
July.
5 Friar Narcisio Duran was named to help Rubio cover the ground. 
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He is the oldest missionary now in the country, having come to California in
the palmy days of the missions...now, after a missionary career of nearly two
generations...it may truly be said of him that, while he represents the true
characteristic of the apostle, he recalls most forcibly the spirit, zeal and
devotion of that ancient body of religious who first introduced religion into the
country.  
[ Wm Gleeson, History of the Catholic Church in California. 1872.]
Father Rubio, faced with financial problems caused by the secularization, published a
pastoral letter on 30 May 1848 to be read in all the churches (such as they were) of the
diocese:
Here in California, the Church is entirely destitute of means; for even the
sources of revenues which it formerly possessed in the Mission system and the
aid derived from the Pious Fund and similar sources had all disappeared.
More of the secularization and the Pious Fund later. That the situation was far from
ideal is reflected in a series of letters sent to church authorities by concerned citizens,
both old and new. And this was before the incredible inundation of 1849. During
1848, Edward H Harrison, a Catholic and quartermaster in the US Army, reported to
the Archbishop of Baltimore, the head of the US Church, that there were about 200
Catholics in San Francisco and no English-speaking priest. The Mission, “formerly
beautiful”, was a mass of ruins and three miles from the town itself, across swamp
and sand. It was inadequate for worship. The resident friar there was not respected
and probably not respectable. [Parmisano, p 42-43]
In May, Colonel Jonathan Stevenson, Commandant of the Southern Military District
of California added his voice in a note to Baltimore and pointed out that the Indian
community was suffering as well. After the secularization of the missions, when the
priests had died, they were not replaced, and “of the few that remain, some are aged,
sick and infirm and others by a careless and dissolute life have forfeited the respect of
their parishioners.... [I deem it] an act of humanity and an imperative duty to use my
best efforts to rescue these people [Indians dispersed from the missions as well as the
Californios] from their present ignorance and degradation which must follow if no
relief be afforded them, and I know of no channel through which relief can flow
except it be through the ministry of that faith they have been taught to venerate and
live by and in which they hope to die...”. [Parmisano, p 42]
And yet again in November, Frederick Chatard, US Navy, wrote the archbishop in
Baltimore that the morals of San Francisco were terrible, where “the Golden Calf
alone is worshiped”. He pointed out that only 13 priests remained in all of Alta
California—and they without a proper bishop. Some were “very old, others very
ignorant and others again, I am sorry to say, but it is true, very bad; none of them, I
expect, suitable for the present population emigrating to Upper California”. At the
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same time, he points out abuse of Church property by local alcaldes and some of the
emigrants. [Parmisano, p 43]
And the native Californios were clearly unhappy. In April 1849, well into the
transforming Gold Rush, Jose de la Guerra y Noriega 6, wrote from Santa Barbara to
Bishop John Hughes of New York proposing that the Monterey see should be taken
by a Spanish-speaker at least. 
Before the discovery of gold, [Catholics] could be calculated at about 25 or 30
thousand, but since the influx of people from the Spanish Americas, and such
as are expected from every part of the continent, Oceania, Asia, etc...has made
it impossible to form a judicious estimate of how many will be in this country
with the next six years. 
And again there is a reference to the priests, ending with a cry of pain: 
The whole clergy that at present exists in Alta California consists of four
secular 7 priests, four outside priests, one Dominican and seven Franciscans.
Of these latter, one is the Governor of the Mitre, another is to depart for
Mexico City...and of the remaining five, only two are capable of giving their
all to the ministry, the others being too old and too infirm. The Dominican
belongs to the missions of Baja California which province he left, so I am
informed, because of some revolts there, for which reason I presume his stay
here will be of short duration.... Of the four secular  priests, one is always so
sick that he is often unable to celebrate Mass, but the other three fulfill his
ministry.... How great is the need for an increase in the number of priests to
administer to us!
We know a bit about two of these priests. The “one Dominican” mentioned by Don
Noriega was Ignacio Ramirez de Arellano. While working in the Baja he saw the
occupation by the United States in 1846. He then moved in 1849 to San Carlos in
Monterey and presided over the Mission at Carmel as well. He was active at the
Constitutional Convention held during the fall that year in Monterey. When Alemany,
Vilarrasa and Sr Mary finally arrived in Monterey in 1851, they were met by Father
Ramirez. He returned to Mexico in 1853. Also we should not forget the notable
Father Antoine Langlois, who, after arriving from Oregon, built Saint Francis, the first
6 Don Jose was an important layman in the Church and Hughes had written asking his
opinion on the state of affairs.
7 The distinction between the secular priest and the regular (or religious) priest is important
to this story. The first is a fixture of a diocese and works for the bishop. The regular
clergy are under a Rule and organized into an Order. They generally work under their
own superiors and not a bishop. However, both sorts are liable to be made bishops, at
which time the regular priest drops his obedience to his Order.
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Catholic church in San Francisco8. He also served as Rubio’s assistant vicar in the
north.  After such a close association with Alemany and Vilarrasa, Langlois joined the
Dominican Order in 1853 and became Brother Augustine 9.  Finally, in December
1849 two Jesuit Fathers sailed in from Oregon, for the most part on their own.
We have mentioned the “secularization” of the missions, clearly a matter of concern
for the Church. The Spanish government had sent missionary clergy along with the
explorers of the new territories around Santa Fe and Monterey. Among the first
Europeans to see San Francisco Bay was the chaplain, Father Pedro Font. When new
towns and farms were to be developed the regular clergy was put into action. 
A note on the Mission system on the West Coast might be useful. The clergy were all
regular. The Jesuit Fathers established a mission at Loreto in 1697. They went on to
set up 21 more along the length of southern Baja California. The Dominicans worked
in the north of that peninsula beginning in 1774 with ten churches. The Franciscans
were allotted Alta California, their first establishment at San Diego in 1769 and the
last at Sonoma in 1823. The “mission architecture” these men fostered remains a
mark of the West and Southwest. The Mission commonly called Dolores was founded
on 9 October 1776, when Joaquin Moraga presided over the dedication of a small
chapel near what would later be Camp and Albion Streets. On 29 June Father
Francisco Palou had celebrated the first mass there in a hut of tules quickly put up by
the soldiers. The large mission church on Dolores Street was begun in 1782 and
dedicated finally in 1791. The Indians and the friars prospered, forming a community
of craftsmen, artists and farmers. 
By September 1810 the first movements in Mexico toward independence from Spain
were apparent. An organized civil war broke out, ending with the formation of the
First Mexican Empire in the summer of 1821. During this time a wave of anti-
clericalism swept first Spain and then Mexico. The Cortes in Madrid moved to hand
the missions in California over to the secular clergy (thus “secularization”). When the
largely anti-clerical government of Mexico tried to act on the matter, the bishops
pointed out that the scheme was unworkable; using the religious friars rather than
their own clergy was a much better arrangement. It came down to finances. Orders
with “poverty, chastity and obedience” were able to organize a few of their men in
inexpensive housing, with no noticeable salary and no worry about retirement. The
secular clergy relied on a rather more extensive scheme of support, including salaries
and benefices. And then there is the constant need for a bishop to keep enough men at
home to staff the churches of his diocese.
8 The Catholics among the US troops in San Francisco had built a shanty for services. The
site was used for the slightly more substantial wooden building, Saint Francis, completed
on 12 June 1849 at 610 Vallejo. It was rebuilt in 1859.
9 He did withdraw from the Order later, and lived with the Brothers at Saint Mary’s
College, where he died.
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Nonetheless by 1825, when Jose Echeveria was governor at San Diego, secularization
was begun. The claim was made that the Franciscan settlements would be turned into
pueblos; the actual result was their abandonment, with the lands left fallow or given
over to cronies of the government. The resident Indians, under the guise of having
been “freed”, were left on their own. A number of them turned to banditry and most
to poverty. In 1834 Jose Joaquin Estudillo under orders from Governor Figueroa
arrived to dismantle Mission Dolores. The job was done by 1835 and Estudillo
became alcalde the next year. Everybody but the Church and the Indians seemed to be
profiting. 
Some idea of the results of destroying the Missions may be derived from a monograph
found in the archives at Santa Barbara:
To those who have dared to say that the friars have been cruel and criminal,
we answer: The friars have abandoned their country, their parents, their
brothers, their sisters, their friends and relatives, solely for the sake of the
Indians of the Missions. They have embraced a life of privations, and almost
without society, among a people by whom they are hardly understood and
appreciated. They have endeavored to extricate these poor Indians from
barbarism, and they have given them secular, as well as religious, instruction.
They supplied them with suitable teachers, who have given instruction in the
arts that are beneficial to the whole community. Indeed, these missionaries
have made slaves of themselves.
They have administered the Sacraments to all the people of the towns, as well
as in distant ranchos everywhere. Yet they have never molested the settlers for
fees or contributions in behalf of Divine worship. They have been the
consolation of the afflicted, who, driven by misfortune, arrived at their doors.
They have been the refuge and relief of travelers, whom they sheltered,
tenderly refreshed, and conducted to the next Mission, there to be received in
the same way and enjoy the like services of Christian charity.
They cared for the Indians as parents care for their own children. They
defended them against the insults, injury and ill-treatment which it was the
fashion of many of the settlers in California to inflict upon them. They looked
after the property interests of the Indians as through they were their own. They
fed them, clothed them, and attended to them in sickness. They took great
pains to keep the neophytes from intercourse with vicious intruders, in order
to preserve them from demoralization.
In fine, the missionaries have kept the Indians orderly for more than sixty
years, so much so that it could not be said that their wards are vagabonds and
wander about stealing cattle for the purpose of sustaining their vices.
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After 1849, the Gold Rush was to alter the course of California dramatically. The
coast with its Indians and Californios was a big problem, but now the mountains and
foothills, the rivers and streams, were suddenly jammed with new men, wielding
shovels and pans, all searching for gold. And many were Catholics from South
America, Europe and back east. An unknown writer submitted the following;
Heaven help the sinners hereabouts. We have so often called for help that our
faith begins to falter. What are the churches down below (not all the way
down) about, that they don’t send us a shepherd to look after the straying
sheep? Send us somebody to break the bread of life–not a weak disciple who
will do nothing but vilify Satan, and skirmish about the borders of the
kingdom, but a strong man, with a big heart and a cultivated mind; who will
tell the story of the Cross with an energy and power that will command
respect. Those men who are swearing around drinking houses would listen to
you for hours, if you would plead with them as a man pleadeth with his friend;
you might break up the half-concealed fountains that now give you bitter
waters. People in the mountains are not all infidels. They do not require to be
told that there is a God, and a hereafter; they have learned that from seeing the
gray-haired terrified sinner shrinking from the skeleton embrace of death.
Something is said in the Good Book, we know not where, about the people
perishing for lack of some one to lead them beside the still waters. [Sierra
Citizen, 1852, quoted in Eureka Herald, 1855)
The ecclesiastical mess found in Alta California was inherited in 1848, as we have
seen, by the new proprietors, the Americans. The authorities of the Church on the east
coast were being made aware of obligations they found themselves under after the
acquisition of the unimaginable spaces in the West. At the same time the papal
machinery was moving into action. In December 1849, Archbishop Samuel Eccleston
of Baltimore heard from the Congregation for the Propaganda of the Faith in Rome:
Since matters in California have reached such a state as to induce His Holiness
[Pius ix] to appoint a Bishop for Monterey immediately, he has authorized
Apostolic Letters given at Naples, by which Montgomery is appointed to this
task. Kindly see to it that these Apostolic Letters...are transmitted to the
Bishop-elect and urge him to accept consecration as soon as possible.
[Parmisano, p 45]
Several questions may be asked here. Why were these letters of appointment given “at
Naples”. The surprising answer lies in a following chapter. And who was
Montgomery? 
By 1849, the assembly of American bishops, all ranked under the presiding
Archbishop of Baltimore, was faced with a mountain of serious challenges, now
including California.
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Evidently, like the Mexican bishops, the Americans resisted sending secular clergy to
the far-flung territories and turned instead to the religious. With the Franciscans not a
likely choice, Eccleston approached the Jesuit Fathers for men to serve as priests and
for a bishop at Monterey; he was politely refused. As a result the bishops then looked
to the Dominicans working to establish the Church in Ohio, Kentucky and Tennessee,
and asked Charles (Pius) Montgomery to take the job. This former provincial was
American but not versed in Spanish, making him a rather unlikely choice. Then in
February Montgomery 10 in fact declined the nomination in the strongest terms, and
his wishes were honoured. Now what? Eccleston kept at it and nominated the prior
provincial of the friars, serving at the time in Ohio: Father Joseph (Sadoc) Alemany,
an American with a long history of service.
Alemany had shown interest in the missions from the very beginning of his life with
the Dominicans. As provincial in 1850, he sent Peter (Br Augustine) Anderson west
to San Francisco. Anderson had been born in 1812 in New Jersey and after moving to
Ohio became a Catholic. He entered Saint Joseph Priory in Somerset, Ohio, became a
Dominican in 1832 and was ordained in 1840. After a time in Canada, he was sent
overland to arrive in San Francisco in 1850, where he was met, not surprisingly, by
faithful Father Langlois 11. By August he had traveled to Sacramento, not yet the
capital of the state. With his energy and preaching he made a good impression; a
baptism is recorded for August. Peter Burnett, the first governor of California, was
part of Anderson’s congregation and helped him set up Saint Rose of Lima. In spring
1850, cholera had broken out in San Francisco; in October it spread to Sacramento
and hundreds died. The new pastor worked day and night with the sick and dying. He
himself died on 24 November of cholera, at his side the busy Fr Langlois just arrived
from San Francisco. Alemany, the newly named bishop, reached California in
December, only to find his man already gone. On 23 February 1851, the bishop
traveled to Sacramento to dedicate Saint Rose, the legacy of Fr Augustine Anderson.
After the Mexican War and the drawing of a new line between Mexico and the United
States, the Diocese of the Two Californias got a new name, Monterey. The bishop
landing in San Francisco faced a scene of decay and demoralization, the Church in a
sorry state, the old Californio life being wiped out and a flood of new people filling
the vacuum left. And he had no priests and scarcely any property.
10 The nephew of Fr Montgomery was George Montgomery who later was in fact named
Coadjutor Archbishop of San Francisco.
11 At the time Alemany was in Europe being consecrated bishop. He received Anderson into
the new diocese of Monterey, but did not arrive in California until December 1850.
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2. SPAIN
The disruption of Europe begun during the Napoleonic era has elsewhere been
thoroughly covered and viewed from every angle. Revolutions were provoked,
dynasties fell and the Church, many times in very comfortable arrangements with the
powerful, took a series of massive blows. Spain, in particular, attracts our attention.
On the 3rd of July, 1813, in Vich 12, Catalonia, just north of Barcelona Jose Alemany y
Conill was born, the third of twelve children. His father Anton was a blacksmith and
his mother Miguela Conill made candy. At baptism, he was named Jose Bonaventura
y Ramon. Three of his brothers were ordained for the diocese of Vich, one sister
became a Dominican nun and one a Carmelite nun. Jose, Manuel and Juan became
Dominicans. Jose entered the priory at Vich in 1829 and became a formal member of
the Province of Aragon when he was given the habit the next year. He continued his
novitiate and took vows on 23 September 1831. After philosophy at Tremp, he had
just begun studying Thomas Aquinas at Gerona when anti-religious riots broke out in
Spain and particularly in the north. Convents and monasteries were closed and
religious expelled. How did this happen in what might have been thought a
thoroughly Catholic country?
Spain has been a kingdom—or perhaps a collection of kingdoms—since the Middle
Ages. The Hapsburgs then took charge of the Holy Roman Empire; a branch of the
family ruled in Spain after 1516. By 1700 Charles ii, the last of that line, deformed
and rather dim, died without an heir. Philip, grandson of Louis xiv of France and
Maria Theresa of Spain, was the choice. He was completely French, Bourbon on his
father’s side; his brother was Duke of Burgundy and his nephew became Louis xv.
His mother was the daughter of the Elector of Bavaria and on that side related to the
Dukes of Savoy. Although named his successor by Charles ii, Philip’s taking of the
Spanish throne was viewed by the rest of Europe as a power-grab by the French
Bourbons. Several rivals stepped forward and because inbreeding had tangled royal
relationships beyond comprehension nothing was clear. As a result, the War of the
Spanish Succession broke out and lasted until 1714.
Not much was settled by this struggle except that with the Treaty of Utrecht Philip v
Borbon (with the loss of a vowel) remained King of Spain, while the opposing
Austria picked up the Netherlands and parts of Italy, and Great Britain got her hands
on Gibraltar. Ten years later, the King tried to abdicate in favour of his son Louis i,
who promptly died at the age of seventeen. Philip was king again until his death in
1746, to be succeeded by his second son, Ferdinand vi. In turn, at his death,
Ferdinand’s half-brother Charles iii took over in 1759; his son, Charles iv, ascended
12 The founder of the Claretian Fathers and Bishop of Havana, Antonio Maria Claret was
also a native of Vich.
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the throne in 1788. There should be no surprise that this parade of rulers was scarcely
outstanding either politically or militarily. They were generally place-holders
squandering what remained of the riches of the Spanish Empire. The unrest this
created in their subjects would erupt in short order.
With the coming of Napoleon, things got even more complicated. The liberals viewed
the forceful Frenchman as a saviour bringing republican government, while pulling
down the ineffective monarchy and the corrupt Church, as had been done in France.
Charles iv abdicated in 1808 (he died later in 1819 in exile) in favour of his son
Ferdinand vii. The two had desperately turned to Napoleon for support. When that
failed the son abdicated as well, in effect leaving the throne to Napoleon. Joseph
Bonaparte, the emperor’s brother, ended up as king from 1808 to 1813. It was then
that Joseph Alemany was born.
The Spanish upper class were pleased enough with yet another French ruler, but the
common folks became restless and more and more unhappy. The situation in Madrid
encouraged the distant sections of the Empire to consider independence. The various
movements, particularly in Mexico, ended by cutting the life-line of the Manila Route
that had brought gold, silver and other goods back to Spain from Central America and
Asia. The resulting decline in the homeland itself was marked with incompetence and
stupidity. 
In 1813, Bonaparte abdicated and Ferdinand vii was put back into service. His reign
lasted until his death in1833 when, after his four marriages, the only heir was a three-
year-old daughter. Isabella became Queen only through a sleight-of-hand by the
Cortes. The Borbons were subject to an agnatic rule under the Salic Law going back
to the time of Clovis allowing only male monarchs; Ferdinand persuaded the
legislators to change this rather inconvenient law.
Ferdinand’s brother, his successor under the old rules, was furious. He would have
served as Charles v. His son and grandson, Charles vi and vii, kept up the fight with
backing by the Carlists. These wars went on for some time. Meanwhile the child
Isabella ii was being managed by the regent, Maria Christina of Naples, who had been
the fourth wife of Ferdinand as well as his niece. She turned the government over to
her daughter in 1840 and died in 1878 in exile. The two women were able to maintain
their shaky position only with the help of the army. The government was managed by
a string of shady politicians. For example, Juan Alvarez Mendizabal, a liberal, a Jew
and a freemason from Cadiz, was appointed minister by the regent in 1835. The
Church smelled trouble and the papal nuncio was withdrawn from Madrid. Among
other things, Mendizabal ordered the Desamortización Eclesástica confiscating the
properties of regular religious in Spain. We have seen the effects of this move first on
young Alemany and then on the missions of California. In particular, the Spanish
provinces and their properties were not returned to the Dominicans until 1860.
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Isabella ii, after scandalous liaisons and incompetent rule, was finally forced out in
1868 and replaced by a provisional government. She did not formally abdicate until
two years later and died in exile in 1904. Later the bumbling Borbons were restored.
The chaos in Spanish history continued through the World Wars, a savage Civil War
and a military government that ended only with a second Borbon restoration.
The closing and confiscation of priories and monasteries in 1835 forced the young
Alemany to leave his studies and return to his family in Vich. That same year,
Tommaso Giacinto Cipoletti, the Master of the Dominicans in Rome invited the
displaced Spanish students to continue their courses at Viterbo. With an intention of
eventually serving in the Philippine missions, Alemany traveled to Italy, landing at
Civitavecchia on 23 August 1836. A visit to Rome ended with an audience with
Gregory xvi. Alemany quickly impressed the superiors  and he was ordained by the
Archbishop of Viterbo a year early on 27 March 1837. His first assignment was
assistant Master of Novices at Dei Gradi. In 1839 his missionary yearnings led to a
posting in the United States. First, he was sent to the convent Sopra Minerva in Rome
as assistant. Before leaving for the New World he studied English at Rome in the
Propaganda Fidei and picked up honors in theology from Viterbo in 1840.
On 12 March 1840, Jose, quickly to become Joseph, and two Dominican companions
sailed from Leghorn to New York 13 and traveled cross-country to Somerset, Ohio. He
was an energetic and forceful fellow. In 1842 he was sent to Cuba to raise funds for
the Dominican operations in Ohio and Kentucky. The Cuban authorities would not
allow him to say Mass; he had been ordained in Italy as a Spaniard without the
permission of Queen Christina! But one pastor he was staying with relented, saying he
“didn’t believe she had ecclesiastical jurisdiction”. The young priest was also accused
by the Captain General in Havana of being a Carlist spy and grilled on the matter. He
finally returned with some donations for Saint Joseph Priory in Somerset. Next came
an assignment to Taylorville, Ohio and in 1842 he was sent to Holy Rosary Cathedral
in Nashville, Tennessee. A Dominican, Richard (Pius) Miles was bishop and ran a
tiny seminary, Saint Athanasius, in his own house. Alemany helped out there 14. Three
years later the young priest was sent to St Peter Martyr, a parish in Memphis. 
Turn a moment to the man himself and his presentation. He was very short, energetic
and with time developed a rather grim countenance—not a figure to inspire great
respect. His eloquence was not noteworthy, although he was a good judge of it in
others. He had begun to learn English during his studies in Italy. And with his years in
the Midwest, he acquired a mastery of the language. The great mass of his letters and
his Diary reveal an almost idiomatic command, but there are the occasional lapses of
syntax and rather rare spelling errors; a native writer of English is easily accused of
13 The trio arrived in New York on 2 April; voyages from Italy seem to have taken three
weeks at least.
14 It is said he was the director; in any case, it was closed by 1848.
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the same. He certainly had learned how to cajole and to encourage with great effect in
a language not his own.
By 1847, our Father Sadoc was an American citizen 15 and the Master of Novices at
Saint Rose in Kentucky. Just then the American Dominicans needed a new provincial
and gathered at Saint Rose for a chapter. They deadlocked over three candidates, one
of whom was the 34-year-old Master of Novices. Alemany was viewed by a faction of
his Brothers as too lax in observance of the Rule. Nonetheless the former provincial,
Montgomery, recommended him over the other two candidates to the Master in
Rome. Fr Alemany seems to have made an impression on those who dealt with him,
first in Spain, then in Italy and now in Kentucky. 
On 2 May 1848 Joseph Sadoc Alemany was confirmed as the provincial of the Saint
Joseph Province. Before the notification arrived, Fr Vilarrasa, also in Ohio, wrote: “if
Alemany were named it would be the ruin of the province!” When the news arrived
the opposing faction asked for another chapter in the fall to review the new man’s
performance. This was postponed by himself to January 1850. We see here the root of
the troubles the young provincial—and later the old bishop—was to have with his
confreres.
The stage was now set for great changes in the provincial’s activities and his life. But
first, a look at the Church herself is necessary.
15 He became a naturalized citizen while serving in Memphis, 27 October 1845.
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3. CHURCH
The massive dislocations and strife in Spain may be found paralleled in the Church,
even in Rome itself. Once the fine hand of Napoleon set the gears turning, European
history becomes a long and not very pretty story.
On the eve of the American Revolution, Pius vi was elected in 1775. He watched the
devastation during the French Revolution when hundreds of priests were murdered
and the Church torn apart. With the new threat of Napoleon on the horizon, he signed
the Peace of Tolentino in 1797, hoping to avoid conflict with the French as they swept
over the Italian peninsula. Recall that at the time everything south of Milan and north
of Naples, except Tuscany, made up the so-called Papal States, ruled for hundreds of
years by the pontiffs acting as monarchs. The claim was that Constantine had donated
this land to the Church. In any case, it was a tempting piece of property.
In spite of the treaty and on a pretext, General Berthier and the French Army occupied
Rome on 10 February 1798 and declared a republic, naturally. The Holy Father was
forcibly abducted and spent the next 18 months being dragged through northern Italy
and southern France. He died on 29 August 1799 in Valence 16. The electoral conclave
was held at Venice and deadlocked for three months. A Benedictine monk was
elected Pius vii on 21 March 1800.  For his simple coronation it was necessary to
concoct a papier-maché tiara because the original was lost in the French sacking of
Rome.  Finally, the Pope was allowed to return to Rome. The Congress of Vienna in
1814 tried its best to set matters back to where they had been before 1789; it restored
the Papal States with a few bits trimmed off. But it was a lost cause; neither Europe
nor the Church would be the same.
After the death of Pius vii in the summer of 1823 the unremarkable Leo xii was
elected and reigned until his death in February 1829. The cardinals elected Pius viii in
March, but he was a sick man and largely a puppet of the clerical bureaucrats. He died
the next year on 30th November. The result was another conclave that found the
cardinals deadlocked over national and political concerns. On 2 February 1831 they
elected a Camoldolese 17 abbot on the 83rd ballot! A most unlikely candidate, and not
even a bishop. The rather surprised monk became Gregory xvi only after a hasty
episcopal consecration. He was remarkable for a fierce conservatism and an
intransigent traditionalism. During his papacy the troubles over the Spanish throne
and the Carlists continued. But apostolic concerns were not neglected; during
Gregory’s reign the growing American Church was created and the diocese of the
Two Californias was set up as well. Gregory xvi died at Rome in June 1846. 
16 Only in 1802 was his body buried in Rome after a formal Concordat with the French was
signed. 
17 These monks observe strict silence and lead an eremitical life. 
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Almost immediately, on 16 June, the conclave picked the liberal candidate as Pius ix.
He was refreshingly open-minded and pastoral but was faced with politicians,
freemasons and radicals who were not interested in a liberal Church but only in no
Church at all. His progressive minister, Pelligrino Rossi, arriving at the senate, was
assassinated on 15 September 1848. The murderer was an agent of the republicans
and so the trouble started. In a panic Pius fled to Gaeta in the neighboring Kingdom of
Naples, asking asylum. Back in Rome, the revolutionaries declared a “republic” and
celebrated Holy Week 1849 by desecrating Saint Peter’s basilica. In June the chaos
brought Napoleon iii to suppress the so-called Roman Republic and restore the Pope.
Only the following April after negotiating with the French and Austrian armies did
Pius return to Rome. But the end of the Papal States if not the Church herself seemed
inevitable. 
A rather academical freemason, Giuseppe Mazzini from Genoa, was all too ready to
do in both institutions, the papacy and the States, at once. He and his part-time,
somewhat pedestrian accomplice, Giuseppe Garibaldi, traveled far and wide,
fomenting riot and revolution. Separately they covered ground from Uruguay, New
York and London to Russia, frequently returning home to help the revolution along.
Mazzini was a triumvir in the short-lived government of 1849 in Rome. Italy was to
be freed from Austrian domination, declared these patriots, but in reality they wanted
to abolish the Papal States and set up their liberal republic instead.
Meanwhile far from the central stage of history, another story was playing out back in
the wild country of America. Having been confirmed as provincial of the missionary
Dominicans working in the Midwest, Joseph Alemany began making decisions. The
result was good being done and enemies being made. Several priests sent a report to
the Roman superiors asking for his removal.
He should admit that as provincial he does not enjoy such inspiration from the
Holy Ghost as to make him infallible. [23 October 1849]
Another complaint was sent, and co-signed by Francis Vilarrasa, claiming that the
provincial failed to observe the constitutions on the observance of the common life.
Such pleas are many times in response to “activism” overtaking “community life”. It
is the reverse of the charge leveled at Mary of Bethany in the Gospel. 
Nonetheless, shortly afterward, on 19 May 1850, Archbishop Eccleston 18 nominated
Alemany 19 to be made bishop for California. The nomination went up the line to
18 Alemany’s name had been No 1 on the list of candidates for the post of bishop in Santa
Fe, another of the territories taken over from Mexico and now under US rule.
19 In March Eccleston’s list included J B Lamy’s name after that of Montgomery. Lamy was
later named to Santa Fe.
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Giacomo, Cardinal Fransoni 20 of the Congregation Propaganda Fidei. His
endorsement reached Pius ix, just returned from Naples, and he approved the
appointment on 31 May. At the same time, the Dominican Order called a general
chapter. These gatherings elect the Master and take care of rules and regulations for
all the friars. It was to be convened at the priory in Naples. Alemany, in his role as
provincial, packed for the long trip and left with Vilarrasa. They arrived at Paris,
where Alemany went to the office of Society for the Propagation of the Faith to beg
for money to pay for the trip back to San Francisco after the chapter. It was then they
learned that the chapter had been cancelled by the Holy Father due to the unrest in
Italy. The two then passed through Vich to visit family and friends. By June, Alemany
reached Rome to meet with Cardinal Fransoni and face the appointment to Monterey.
The result was an audience with the Holy Father on the 15th. Not surprisingly
Alemany’s opening gambit was an attempt to decline the nomination. But Pius was
ready, and spoke in “perfect Catalan” at that:
You must go to California! There is no alternative; where others are
drawn by gold, you must go to carry the cross. God will assist you.
The Dominican tried again to avoid the posting to the far edge of the world but was
met with another papal stonewall and a Thomistic codicil sure to sway any son of
Saint Dominic:
I appreciate the prudence which prompts your reply, but it is for me to
judge in this matter. According to Saint Thomas, prudence and
obedience are equally necessary virtues and the wish of Christ’s Vicar
is the will of God for you! 
[from the Diary]
It would be nearly impossible to resist such a command. Later Alemany continues his
account of the meeting.
It was difficult to refuse the gentle, sad-eyed Pontiff anything, and him so
interested in the people of California. There never was a Pope like him. I shall
never forget his words of encouragement, when I accepted the burden of the
Episcopate. 
‘You are going to a wonderful land,’ said he, ‘where the government respects
the rights of man, where the people are understanding, where God has
revealed the treasures of His infinite Bounty, where men are generous, and I
am sure that the Church shall not be in want. May the blessing of the Father
and the Son and the Holy Ghost be upon you and California. Depart in peace.’
20 Several sources give the spelling “Franzoni”.
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The nominee went into retreat at Santa Sabina, 21-29 June. On the 30th he was
consecrated bishop by Cardinal Fransoni. Santa Sabina was unavailable, so the
ceremony was held in the grand San Carlo al Corso.
Alemany and Vilarrasa 21 sailed from Civitavecchia to Marseilles and then went on to
Lyons, Paris, London and Dublin. The first stop in France is explained by the Society
for the Propagation of the Faith 22. Over the years 1849-1877, it was to forward 
$100 000 to the diocese of Monterey and from 1853 to 1884 $45 600 to San
Francisco; of course, this proved very helpful. While in France, Vilarrasa met Sister
Mary of the Cross, a Belgian novice who just made her first vows in the Order. She
was volunteering for Ohio to teach French there. Two other Sisters were to
accompany her to the United States. 
In London, there was a visit with Father Frederick Faber at the Oratory, clearly, a
move by the new bishop to recruit English-speaking priests. He was referred to Fr
John Henry Newman in Birmingham. That meeting resulted in no recruits but did
begin a long and friendly correspondence between Newman and Alemany. In Ireland
during September Alemany met with Eugene O’Connell at All Hallows College. This
priest must have heard the call of the wild; shortly later he came to California. All
Hallows was to send very welcome missionary priests on to the far West for many
years.
While all of this went forward, the Congress accepted California as a state on 9
September. Two days later, the bishop, the priest and three Sisters boarded the aptly
named Columbus at Liverpool 23. They reached New York a month later on 11
October. Because of customs they landed the next day, curiously enough, Columbus
Day. After making a visit to the new archbishop, John Hughes, Alemany headed for
Baltimore to pay his respects to Eccleston. The three Sisters were to travel to Ohio
with Fr Vilarrasa for their assignment, but Alemany persuaded Mary to join the trip to
San Francisco. The bishop, Vilarrasa and the sister then set out for Panama on the 28
October. We have seen them landing in San Francisco. 
Two days after the arrival of the bishop’s party at the City, the feast of the Immaculate
Conception 24 was celebrated on 8th December: the bishop presided at a mass at Saint
Francis. On the 10th, a grand reception was held, again at Saint Francis, complete with
a speech by John A McGlynn. A welcome-gift was given: $1400, most of it in gold
dust.
21 On 3 July, Vilarrasa was assigned by the superiors to accompany the new bishop to
California. For what reason? Precaution?
22 See Appendix C.
23 Alemany notes that he needed £90 passage for the party.
24 This title of the Virgin was to play a major rôle in the refounding of the Church in
California. 
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Several days later the bishop and Fr Jean-Marie Delmas sailed south to Los Angeles,
at that time a tiny settlement, then to San Fernando and the mission there. They
moved on to the mission at San Buenaventura (now Ventura) to celebrate Christmas
early. Finally, on Christmas Day, Alemany reached Santa Barbara to meet with poor
Father Rubio, still holding on to his job as Governor of the Mitre. The friar must have
been greatly relieved to accept the new ordinary. The first pontifical mass was
celebrated on New Year Day. Rubio was named Vicar Forane to deal with Baja
California, a part of his diocese Alemany never visited. Affairs were now normal and
legitimate.
After visiting some Indian missions north of the town, the party sailed back to
Monterey. There the Gonzalez family offered housing to the bishop, who was
obviously without a formal episcopal residence. The cathedral was established at San
Carlos, the chapel of the presidio, on Church Street at the end of Figueroa, where
Father Ramirez was pastor. 
On his tours, Alemany would see nothing but promise and no actuality: no churches,
no clergy, no hospitals, no schools! The bishop’s first pastoral letter was issued on 13
January 1851, laying out the problems. In February, in order to see another piece of
his territory, Alemany set out for San Jose, Santa Clara and then Sacramento.25 In
view of the increasing population in the Central Valley and in the surrounding
foothills, the Church would later erect a Vicariate Apostolic in Marysville and then a
diocese in Grass Valley; later the diocese would be erected at Sacramento. In August,
Alemany went south to Missions Soledad, Santa Ynez and on to San Diego.
The ecclesiastical census of late 1850 reveals the arrival of more priests in California
and some new establishments. Twelve secular clergy joined seven Franciscans, four
Dominicans, seven Picpus 26, one Mercy and one Jesuit. They covered the state from
Cabo San Lucas to San Diego de Alcala to Sonoma, and east to Sacramento 27.
On 7 March Vilarrasa and Sister Mary joined Alemany back in Monterey to celebrate
the feast of Thomas Aquinas. Sister, eventually to be known as Mother Goemaere,
would build a school in Monterey, Santa Catalina, the first of its kind in California.
Others would follow. The need for hospitals and schools led the bishop to plead with
various orders to send help immediately. A year later, a group of Sisters of Notre
Dame de Namur appeared and in 1852 moved to San Jose to open a school serving
25  This swampy spot in the middle of the central valley would not be made the capital until
1854. Meanwhile, first Monterey, the Mexican capital, then San Jose and finally Benicia
filled the position. 
26 This congregation is that of the Sacred Hearts, informally named for the street in Paris
where their headquarters were. Blessed Damian was a member of this group.
27 The vast Territory of Utah, including more than half of what is now Nevada, was by and
large empty of Catholics.
 26
the rapidly growing young population now raising families. At the same time two
Jesuit Fathers, Anthony Goetz and Peter de Vos, colleagues of Accolti and Nobili,
who had been around since the winter of 1849, were given the abandoned Mission
Santa Clara by Bishop Alemany “to build a school”. 
Just as new construction was demanded, the City was faced with six huge fires laying
waste the largely wooden town during the first half of 1851. Cut stone became a great
deal more popular. Fortunately, the bishop did not put up his cathedral on California
Street for another few years, using instead Saint Francis Church as his pro-cathedral;
his see was Monterey and not yet San Francisco. On 10 Feb 1852, the first diocesan
synod, calling together the priests and the bishop, met at San Francisco; there were 21
clergy with Vicar General Rubio and Bishop Alemany.
The complications of international politics were dealt with early in 1852. The diocese
of Amblas Californias in 1840 was under the metropolitan of the Province of Mexico
City. This had to change after 1848, particularly since the diocese now called
Monterey included the territories of Utah, Nevada and all of California, as well as the
peninsula of Baja California, a part of Mexico. On 20 January 1852, Cardinal
Fransoni transferred Monterey from Mexico to his own jurisdiction as Prefect of
Propaganda Fidei. It was not until 17 April of the next year that the Baja was
separated and turned over to the Mexican hierarchy.
As we have seen, spread over the mountains of California was a vast concourse of
miners digging and blasting for gold. They represented many nations and many of
them were Catholics. But their camps in thousands of isolated corners of the
wilderness were without the services of judges, sheriffs, grocers and particularly
priests. Alemany was desperate to get the Gospel and the sacraments into the valleys,
gulches, backwaters and shantytowns all over Northern California.
The Bishop of Oregon City had been on top of the dire situation in California. He was
able to send down a couple of badly needed priests. J-B Brouillet had arrived in
December 1848 and Antoine Langlois in March 1849. Francis Coyle came from
Ireland, the first of many, in Nov 1849. One of the men Alemany had met in Dublin
was Eugene OConnell, on the faculty at All Hallows College 28. OConnell himself
came to California to help out for a few years. His letters back to Ireland reveal the
other side of the apostolate in California, the Indians and the Californio families. His
experience in the south for a year is related in a letter to Fr Richard OBrien back in
Dublin:
28 OConnell later returned to All Hallows as President.
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Santa Ynez, February 1852
Though we are eight thousand miles apart, I assure you distance cannot affect
my heart. Often indeed do I return in thought to the land of my birth, not only
by day, but almost every night since my appointment to this lonely mission of
Santa Ynez....
The Mission of Santa Ynez extends along the Pacific some sixty miles, and is
bounded on the east by the Sierra Nevada, an immense mountain chain, which
runs almost parallel to the Pacific, throughout the continent of America. Santa
Ynez Mission is about thirty-six miles north of Santa Barbara, which is a
seaport, and twenty-one miles south of La Purisima Concepcion. Both these
Missions, once so flourishing, were formerly attended by the zealous
Franciscan Fathers, who finished the course, and fought the good fight, till the
spoilers came and deprived them of the temporalities and the magnificent
endowments of Ferdinand and Isabella and Charles of Spain; then, indeed, the
poor Indians had more reason to mourn than the Athenians, when they saw the
barbarian Elgin pulling down the pagan Parthenon.
Oh, it was a sad sight to see the poor Indians asking bread of their padres, and
these same padres, who fed them for more than half a century, so willing but
quite unable to break it to them; yes, the Mexican treasury, as a poor Indian
remarked, absorbed all their patrimony, and yet that treasury is long since
exhausted. But, my dear friend Father Richard, to return to the few black and
white sheep committed to my care, let me assure you that although the
majority of them are black, they are, I hope, beautiful and precious in
Heaven’s sight. Their devotion to the Most Adorable Sacrament is most
edifying; they never mention it without uncovering; and as to “Maria
Purisima”, they invariably sing her alabanzas, or praises, after Mass....In fact,
their ordinary salutation, not only about the Mission of La Purisima
Concepcion, but throughout the country is “Ave Maria Purisima” and the
answer is “Concebida sin mancha”—conceived without sin.
And again, later:
7th Report to All Hallows College, 1855:
With regard to the destitute condition of the Indians of Alta California so late
as 1851-2, the present illustrious Archbishop Alemany was actually obliged to
send an Indian from the Mission of Santa Ynez to baptize the newly-born and
the dying in the neighborhood beyond the Sierra (sic). This poor fellow
proceeded regularly on his mission, once in twelve months at least; and as he
perfectly knew the matter and form of baptism, he was of immense advantage
to the Tulare Indians. But what a frightful necessity it must be which confides
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to the charity of a poor layman this sacred charge; and how frequent must be
the deaths in the intervals between his visits....
Let no one imagine that the Catholic missionary is less welcome to the Indians
of the western than to those of the eastern world....I have known them to
divest themselves of their outer garments and spread them beneath the feet of
the priest through respect for the Blessed Sacrament which he carried to the
hut of the dying Indian; nor did the red men wait till the priest had entered the
wigwam. They came out in procession a considerable distance to meet him,
and like the Hebrew boys of old, they strewed their garments in his way,
genuflecting in the meantime, and repeating: “Bendito y alabado para
siempre sia el Santisimo Sacramento del Altar”. 
Not only priests but religious women were needed to bring civilization to the diocese.
A remarkable event was the landing of the Daughters of Charity on 18 August 1852.
The report sent back east to the superiors reveals the state of affairs in San Francisco
facing the bishop and the Sisters.
Reaching the shore they were the laughing stock of a crowd who had never
seen a cornet. A carriage was procured and the Sisters were taken to their
future home. But what a home for the poor, sick, tired pioneers! After riding
up and down and around sand hills that seemed interminable, the driver halted
before a destitute-looking shanty at the corner of what are now called Market
and New Montgomery Streets....
The door of their new house was thrown open. An elderly priest in torn and
worn cassock stepped out, surrounded by a group of dirty, ragged children
who, taking one amazed look at the Sisters fled into the house, slamming the
door behind them. Father Maginnis 29 came to the carriage and addressing Sr
Frances said, “Are you the boss?”. This was almost too much for the poor
Sisters, yet they did not flinch...
The Sisters entered the house, to find the picture of desolation complete. Not a
chair could be seen, only some wooden stools, the handiwork of Fr Maginnis.
A large wine barrel stood in the middle of the floor, and a few cans of
preserved fruit was scattered here and there. Upstairs were seven cots with
straw mattresses and little goat-hair pillows. There were neither sheets nor
blankets. [Our Treasured Past, 2002]
29 The pastor at the time of Saint Patrick’s, established 1851.
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4. SAN FRANCISCO
Before long it was clear that the situation in the West was far worse than at first
imagined. The Roman authorities moved quickly. On 26 June 1853, Pius ix
established the Province 30 of San Francisco with Joseph Alemany as the
metropolitan-archbishop. During that summer, Cardinal Fransoni set up the necessary
decrees and appointed a Vincentian priest, Thaddeus Amat, as Bishop of Monterey 31.
The new province contained the two dioceses and covered a staggering 260 000
square miles, south from the 42nd Parallel to the Mexican border and from the Pacific
to the Colorado in the east. Only with time did it all get subdivided into suffragan
dioceses:
Monterey-Los Angeles Diocese, 1859
Marysville Vicariate Apostolic, 1860
Grass Valley Diocese, 1868-1886
Sacramento Diocese, 1886
Utah Vicariate Apostolic, 1887.
The archbishop 32 moved from Monterey to the City on 29 July. There was no
cathedral and precious few clergy—and of course no money. In a letter to the
Propagation of the Faith his primary need is given as a “college for young men”.  At
the same time, the archbishop laid a suit before the US Land Commission asking for
the return of ecclesiastical property appropriated during the disruptions of the
previous twenty years, first by the Mexicans and then by the new American settlers.
The suit listed: 1 051 acres of mission lands
4 157 acres near San Luis Obispo and 
35 500 acres near Santa Barbara. 
The US Supreme Court declared the confiscations illegal and on 3 March 1858 the
Congress had President James Buchanan 33 convey the mission property to Joseph
Alemany. It was not for another seven years that the dispute was cleared up with a
30 A province is usually a geographical subdivision of regular religious governing
themselves with a “provincial” superior. But there is an ecclesiastical province, consisting
of several neighbouring dioceses with one, generally the largest, designated the
metropolitan see, governed by an archbishop.
31 The diocese of Monterey was to extend from the Mexican border to the parallel through
San Jose, and from the Pacific to Colorado. The archdiocese of San Francisco covered the
rest.
32 He himself resisted the style, using circumlocutions like “archbishop designate”; the
pallium arrived on 18 November 1855, carried from Rome by Bishop Amat, allowing
Alemany his proper title. For the occasion, the faithful presented him with a gold chalice.
33 Buchanan had been elected in 1856, after a broad political service in Washington. From
1845 to 1849 he had been Secretary of State under Polk and been deeply involved in
territorial disputes in the West.
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confirmation signed by President Lincoln. A related suit involved the so-called Pious
Fund established to finance the work of the Franciscans in the missions.34 
The problems with money parallel the activities aimed at building and consolidating.
During 1853 a door-to-door drive was undertaken to raise funds for the cathedral.
Thomas England was the architect and began building using the gifts. Finally, on
Christmas Eve 1854, at the corner of California and Dupont, the new church was
dedicated to the Immaculate Conception, a dogma just proclaimed by Pius ix on 7
December. The little cathedral was the first church under this title in the world.
Mr John J Sullivan, a Catholic and a San Franciscan, had accumulated something of a
fortune. He was a generous and visionary fellow who shared Alemany’s hopes for the
Church. Over some years he donated property, including the block now bounded by
Larkin, Hayes, Grove and Polk Streets 35, the land for Calvary Cemetery and that for
Presentation Convent at Powell and Lombard; and he helped to build Saint Patrick
Church. With such support the archbishop turned south and opened negotiations with
Bernal family, who held the land-grant between what would be Daly City and the
Portrero Viejo. With some donated and more bought for $16 000, a large piece of real
estate was set aside for the future. 
During 1854, as evidence of repeated requests, the Presentation Sisters arrived from
Ireland followed by the Sisters of Mercy, who would set up Saint Mary’s Hospital
(again under the title Immaculate Conception). Mother Goemaere and Father
Vilarrasa, now the acting provincial of the Dominicans in California, moved from
Monterey to Benicia. The school for girls came with them and a request was made for
a boys’ school. 
Father John Harrington opened a school in the basement of the new cathedral in
September 1855. Father Flavian Fontine seemed to be running a boys’ school at the
Mission (or perhaps the cathedral) in San Francisco after 1859. In 1855, as though by
magic, the Jesuits set up Saint Ignatius on Market Street between 4th and 5th. But
Alemany was to note that:
I invited the Jesuits here years ago for establishing a college but they
have not come up to expectations. [Diary, 1857]
The incredibly active Alemany had everything going at once. In 1856 he was able to
count 68 000 Catholics and 46 priests in the archdiocese. Schools and hospitals were
being built. Religious men and women were volunteering for the far West. Pastors
34 The settlement was not reached until 1902 at the court in the Hague. 
35 “In 1861, I held in trust the title to the block...bounded by Larkin, Hayes, Fulton and Polk
Streets, and the owner sold it to Archbishop Alemany for $6000.” Frank McCoppin,
1894.
 31
and parishes appeared in the far north of the state and throughout the Sierra, serving
the new settlers and the miners. In Spring 1858, three young Catholics started putting
out the Monitor to cover Irish and Catholic news; in 1877 it was to be made the
official archdiocesan publication. 
Needless to say, civic San Francisco herself was not far behind, but behind she was. It
took time for civilized secular institutions to appear. Not the least among these was
Norton I. A proclamation on the streets of the City announced his accession on 17
September 1859 as Emperor of the United States and Protector of Mexico. He held
sway and increased his fictional power. During the summer of 1860 in a display of
pique he dissolved the United States. Eventually he was listed as “emperor” in the US
Census of 1870. Ten years later on 8 January 1880, he died in the street in front of the
cathedral, penniless but proud. His was the largest funeral ever seen. More seriously,
in the National Election of 1864 the City turned out 21 000 voters, more than Boston,
to elect Lincoln. The stock exchange opened in 1862, the fire department was
established in 1866 and the grid for the enormous Mission District was set out the
same year. 
The San Jose & San Francisco ran a line down the peninsula in the fall of 1863, right
past the newly opened Saint Mary’s College. In May of 1869, the former hardware
merchants from Sacramento completed the trans-continental railroad at Promontory,
Utah. The treacherous trip around the Horn and the trek across the isthmus at Panama
faded into the past. In San Francisco, the first cable car ran down Clay in 1873. By
1875 there were over 100 millionaires in California, all of whom then faced the Crash




Alemany was desperate for clergy and to that end he wanted a college. He was not
satisfied with the schools of the Jesuit Fathers at Santa Clara and at Saint Ignatius. In
particular, concerning the latter, in a letter of 1858 to Fr OConnell, he writes:
(it) has not yet succeeded in doing anything of much account for the boys...
Likely young men there were siphoned off to become Jesuits elsewhere. A diocesan
college was required and more money to erect it. The man Alemany needed for the
job was a priest transferred from Oregon City in 1855, as we shall see.
A glance at the stance of the Church regarding the Far West is useful. The speed and
effectiveness of the official response to the dramatic changes taking place on the
edges of the continent require some explanation. 
It is perhaps providential that Mauro Cappellari was serving as the prefect of
Propaganda Fidei when he was elected Gregory xvi in 1831. He was more than
sensitive to the problems of a Church rapidly expanding into new worlds. In 1834 he
appointed Giacomo Filippo, Cardinal Fransoni to take charge of the Propaganda
Fidei. Fransoni continued at this post under Pius ix until 1856 and proved himself
more than up to the task. His secretary was Alessandro Barnabo 36, a very talented
fellow who became an advisor close to the Pope and who in turn was appointed head
of the office crucial to the ecclesiastical development of California. When transferred
in 1868; he was replaced by Alessandro Franchi, another quite able bureaucrat, who
was to serve later as Secretary of State. When the young Alemany with his missionary
yearnings was brought to Italy to continue his studies in 1835, he would have come
under the scrutiny of Fransoni at Propaganda Fidei. In fact, he was there studying
English before coming to the United States.
Fransoni had to deal with vast tracts of land suddenly populated by immigrants and
merchants and miners, and most under the expanding American sphere of influence.
At near the top of the list: California. In 1840 a bishop was settled in Monterey, as we
have seen. With his death in 1846, with the Treaty of Guadalupe Hildalgo and with
the massive displacements caused by the discovery of gold in 1848, Fransoni needed
to restructure the Church on the Pacific Coast, now on the verge of being wiped from
the map. Alemany was his choice in 1850. But more was going on in the West at the
same time.
New Mexico, Arizona and California all fell to the Americans at one stroke. These
territories were already full of Mexican settlers, all Catholic, and a notable number of
36 Barnabo was made a cardinal in 1856 and named to head the Propaganda Fidei.
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Americans had arrived. In 1850, Rome appointed John Baptist Lamy, a 36-year old
Frenchman, the Vicar Apostolic of New Mexico, overseeing Arizona as well. By
1853 he was named bishop of the new diocese of Santa Fe. Finally in 1875, Santa Fe
was elevated to an archdiocese. Lamy resigned in summer of 1885 and died on 13
February 1888. The story of the Church at Santa Fe is nearly parallel to that of San
Francisco and its archbishop.
More directly related to what is at hand is the development of the lands north of
California. Francis Xavier Norbert Blanchet, a 43-year-old priest from Quebec,
arrived overland in 1838 to survey a churchless land from the border of California up
to Alaska, and from the Pacific to the Rockies, 375 000 square miles. He started work
and was later joined by our Fr Antoine Langlois. In 1843 the Vicariate Apostolic of
Oregon Territory was separated out of the vast Saint Louis diocese. Blanchet was
named bishop and given the see of Oregon City in 1846. Four years later the
archdiocese was erected with Blanchet, the first metropolitan in the west, responsible
for what is now Oregon (to become a state in 1859), Washington, Idaho and Montana.
He was one of the Fathers at I Vatican and voted with Alemany for the doctrine of
infallibility. In 1879 he resigned in favor of his coadjutor and died in 1883. But back
to the man from Oregon.
By 1856, James Croke, twenty-nine, had become a real westerner. Born to a middle-
class family in County Cork, James had been sent to the Irish College in Paris. While
there he met a new bishop, Norbert Blanchet of Oregon City, who probably inspired
the young student to look west. In 1850 he was ordained in Paris by the Patriarch of
Jerusalem. After volunteering for the Far West he arrived in San Francisco on his way
to Oregon City the summer of that year. A cholera outbreak was savaging the City and
he joined Fr Langlois, on loan from Blanchet, to work with the sick. Working on
horseback through the sand dunes and ramshackle houses he was a notable figure in
his French soutane. 
Fr Croke seems to have just missed meeting Alemany for we find him in Oregon in
January. He was taken on by Blanchet for work at the cathedral, then as pastor in
Portland, where he raised money to build a church, and later as visiting priest
covering the Willamette Valley. In 1853 he was in the Umpqua Valley and then spent
four months in Jackson and Josephine Counties, near the California line.  He may
have in fact reached Yreka and did say masses at Bucksport, just south of Eureka. He
seems to have been smitten with distant mountains, wide open spaces and tiny
parishes, so unlike his green Irish homeland.  Becoming a master horseman, he cut a
dashing figure, with a long khaki duster reversing to a black soutane. A story is told of
a Methodist in Oregon condemned to death for murder. Croke looked into the matter,
discovered the man acted in self-defense and then rode 150 miles to ask the governor
to save the man from the rope. 
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Croke seemed to have liked what he saw in northern California and requested a
transfer from Oregon City to San Francisco from his bishop. In fact, his exeat was not
signed in Oregon City until 1857; Blanchet seemed reluctant to lose him. Just then, as
his labours along with the damp weather in the north damaged his health and spirit, he
took a vacation by riding solo from the Oregon to Fort Benton, Missouri. He saw only
a half-dozen white men on the way. 
When presented to his new boss in San Francisco, he was made pastor in Columbia 37,
a hamlet in the foothills. Soon he was in Grass Valley as assistant, then the first pastor
at Immaculate Conception in Oakland (once again he raised the money for a church),
then off on a tour to Yreka and Crescent City. He was able to revisit Jacksonville near
Medford where he had worked earlier. Having shown his ability, he was named Vicar
General of the archdiocese in 1859. On 11 October Alemany sent him by sea to the
north end of the diocese to start a long, long fund-raising tour to pay for the
construction of a diocesan college. He landed at Trinidad and did a handful of
baptisms at Crescent City. In his familar two-tone long coat he then rode up the
Klamath and the Salmon to Sawyer’s Bar where $358 were thrown in the pot. When
faced with indifference at Sucker’s Flat he and Dan Slattery, pastor at Marysville,
held a jumping contest in the middle of the street; the result was to attract $900 to the
cause. Croke worked his way through the mining camps and villages in the north and
returned in February to the City. Off he went again and returned in May with $10 800
in cash and gold dust. His subscription book scrupulously records every penny that he
collected, over $37 000 from 7 540 donors at 224 stops over those two years. The
young Catholics of the new state were ready to support a college for their children.
Meanwhile, Alemany was being worn down by the vast diocese he oversaw. Recall
that the hundred thousand miners working in the Siskiyou and the Sierra (and later
Comstock) came under his charge. In 1859, there seemed to be 87 000 residential
Catholics, 82 000 heretics and 90 000 unbaptised, served by 58 priests and 56
churches. There were several requests that he be assigned a coadjutor for help or that
the diocese be split. There were delays. Father James Croke was mentioned as a likely
candidate for either coadjutor or to head a new diocese. It was not until September
1860 that the Vicariate Apostolic of Marysville 38 was established. Rome assigned
Eugene OConnell the bishop of the infant diocese, dropping his job as president at All
Hallows, Dublin. This arrangement was to take care of all the faithful falling between
the 42nd and 39th parallels, from the Pacific to the east edge of Utah.  We note that the
fund-raising tour of Fr Croke took place just before this event. He evidently was able
to say good-bye to many that he had known in the northern reaches of the state, while
37 He was replaced by Peter Grey, another Irishman educated in France, who once served as
chaplain to the Duke of Norfolk. Grey became President of Saint Mary’s College in 1863
and was made Vicar General in 1878.
38 Cardinal Barnabo at Propaganda Fidei in fact suggested Sacramento but that would take
until 1886.
 36
at the same picking up donations from those faithful about to be cut off from the
archdiocese. 
The archbishop, and of course his clergy, continued on occasion to find relations with
the Jesuits irritating. Letters went back and forth to Rome: the archdiocese to
Propaganda Fidei and the Society of Jesus to the General. During 1862, Fr Felix
Sopranis, a Jesuit, was delegated as official visitor to San Francisco to look into the
affair. In December, Alemany wrote him:
Then, having heartily invited your Fathers to Santa Clara, that they might
facilitate good solid Christian education, placed almost within the reach of all,
and notwithstanding my having made over to them considerable property, yet
very very few of my Catholic people can avail themselves of that, owing to the
high, too high prices of the college.
Bishop Modeste Demers of Vancouver Island after passing through San Francisco in
late 1864, mentioned to Archbishop Blanchet his concern about the “scandalous rift”
he saw there. In 1866, Peter Beckx, the General of the Society of Jesus, wrote
Alemany “a friendly letter” on the matter and he in turn made a friendly reply. But to
no effect.
What precisely were the sources of the trouble? First, the Jesuits were charging too
much for tuition at both Saint Ignatius and at Santa Clara. This seems to have
annoyed the archbishop a great deal 39. Second, particularly in San Francisco, the
Jesuits had built a church, fashioned it into a parish, to which they claimed title.
Alemany contended that all parish property was to be held by the bishop. Third, the
Jesuits began, particularly with their Marian Sodality, to draw Catholics away from
the neighbourhood churches and into their Saint Ignatius parish. This was proving to
be a big problem, particularly in tithing and Sunday collections at otherwise fairly
frugal operations. 
The long, long dispute between Alemany and the Jesuits was to a large extent a
confrontation between the secular clergy and the free-ranging Society of Jesus. As a
visible spokesman, Fr Croke was Vicar-General of the archdiocese and also served as
rector at the cathedral; he seems to have led the attack, and to have had the
archbishop’s ear. On the other hand, in a letter of 1864 to Barnabo, Alemany notes
that Croke “was inclined to be quite stubborn at times”. We will come back to these
matters later.
39 He wrote to his friend, Archbishop Purcell of Cincinnati, in August 1862 that he had
willingly brought the Jesuits in “with a view to have the Catholic boys of this city taught
almost gratuitously; but they charged too much”.
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With the cash brought back by Fr Croke, a new college did not seem beyond reach.
Alemany reconsidered his first site in the Larkin-Polk block downtown—too
congested and too noisy—and unloaded it for $7 000 40. His rural Bernal land far to
the south was chosen. In 1862, developers took the cue and began setting out about 60
acres for building country homes in Bernal Heights. The University Association laid
out Yale, Cambridge, Princeton, Harvard, Oxford and Amherst Streets in a burst of
academical enthusiasm. And a bit further down Mission Road the Academy Tract was
built; among the seven streets, there was Theresa, Francis, Croke and Harrington 41. 
The cornerstone of the new college, to be designed by Thomas England, was laid just
off Mission Road on 3 August 1862 by a gala party presided over by Joseph Sadoc
Alemany. It is no small matter that the inscription included:
Erected by the offerings of the miners, the Faithful of California, through the
exertions of the Very Rev James Croke, Vicar General...
In April 1866, Alemany asked Cardinal Barnabo permission to attend the Council at
Baltimore. At the same time he begged that Christian Brothers be sent to run his
College. The same year, the report to Rome includes:
I fear that they (viz. the Jesuit Fathers) keep many away from these colleges
(viz. Saint Ignatius and Santa Clara) because they charge too much tuition.
To deal with the dispute the Archbishop went to Rome in April 1867, where he
probably met with Cardinal Barnabò at Propaganda and Peter Beckx, the Jesuit
General. At the same time he had an audience with Pius ix and made his impassioned
plea for Christian Brothers. He later claimed that he had been to Europe only to obtain
the services of the Brothers, setting aside the lengthy conferences in Rome earlier. But
he was successful: the Pope commanded that the Brothers be sent. The order came
down from Pius ix to Cardinal Barnabo, who gave a letter to Alemany to show to Br
Philippe, the Superior General, at a meeting in Paris. In turn, Philippe sent it to Br
Facile, Assistant General for North America, quoting the archbishop: “It must be
done! It must be done!”. Facile wrote to Br Patrick, the Visitor in New York, to take
care of matters immediately. 
On 10 March of the next year, Fr Croke boarded the Constitution for the voyage to
Panama. Several days later the Monitor remarked he had taken a trip to Europe “for
his health”. Not quite. Instead, during April, he was in New York negotiating with the
superiors of the Christian Brothers about bringing a group to San Francisco. The
conference in New York was held on the 13th. Br Patrick, under direct orders from
40 Later it would be the site of the Civic Auditorium. 
41 These two reminders of College personalities were later renamed Santa Rosa and Santa
Isabel, respectively.
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Rome and Paris, promised Fr Croke, accompanied by Fr William Quinn of New
York, that the Brothers would take over Saint Mary’s College. In return, he got $800
to transport the Brothers west. From all of this it seems that Croke was not quite as ill
as he let on. This meeting appears to have been done rather discreetly. 
A major misunderstanding came out of this meeting: neither side was clear on the title
to the College, nor on a rent to be paid for use. The Brothers viewed the College as
theirs and a source of income to help establish their work in the West; at the same
time the archdiocese was convinced that the College would remain in the bishop’s
hands and bring funds into his coffers. Once again, the ownership of church property
by the ordinary was one of the painful issues. Over the next twenty years it was to
make working at Saint Mary’s College that much more difficult for the Brothers.
Brother Justin, Director at Calvert Hall, Baltimore, got together eight volunteers and
they sailed for San Francisco on 16 July. Their coming is noted by the Archbishop
with: “a nice colony of Christian Brothers arrived to aid in giving a Christian
education to our numerous boys”. We may notice that on 13 August, the Brothers
were taken in style down to the College by Alemany and his Vicar General, John
Prendergast, along with three other notable priests. Father Croke was not there but in
Rome.
Croke wrote from Rome that Cardinal Barnabo appeared to believe that the troubles
discussed in 1867 had been settled. After a much longer meeting with the Cardinal,
Father reports that Barnabo 42 now was defending the Jesuit position, but in a
“genuinely friendly” way. Croke was encouraged to visit the Jesuit General, Fr Beckx,
who was “most amiable”. However, Fr Sopranis, the inspector sent earlier to San
Francisco, was called in and proved to be a harder case. Croke protested that he
himself was “not authorized to interfere” in what was a very high-level dispute. The
Cardinal pointed out complaints against some secular priests including Croke had
been lodged: they had been “unfriendly” to the Jesuits in San Francisco. There was
another round of meetings with Barnabo and then with Beckx, and yet more. Croke
finished with an audience with Pius ix and left for Ireland. He wrote Alemany from
County Cork 43 in December again laying out his view that the Jesuit problems came
down to precisely two: parochial rights and the Marian Sodality. Croke makes it clear
that Alemany’s side of the argument had been lost in Rome. Continuing:
42 A letter of 27 Jul 1868 from Barnabo promises Alemany a “resolution”; perhaps it was
not to Alemany’s liking.
43 We must suppose this visit to Ireland included James’ older brother, Thomas William
Croke, at the time Vicar-General of the diocese of Cloyne. The next year Thomas would
be appointed bishop of Auckland. He returned to Ireland to be named Archbishop of
Cashel & Emly in 1875. He died in 1902; a great Irish nationalist and political activist, he
remembered in Croke Park, Dublin. 
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All that I have heard leads me to believe that the Fathers in San Francisco
have not been overscrupulous in the reports which they have forwarded to
headquarters in which they have lauded themselves as the chief pillars of the
Church in California, and the head and center of all piety...
I had no idea of getting into such a mess and feel very happy to have escaped
without suspension.... I think I have...perhaps smoothed the way for a final




The Archbishop continued to make his mark on the rapidly growing state. Throughout
he maintained a severe personal life without archepiscopal panoply, carriages and
parties. He wore his white Dominican smock during his years as bishop. A note has
been made of a trip back to his homeland during which he wore his habit. After the
years of republican and anti-clerical notions in Spain, he was told such dress was
inappropriate. He then flashed his American passport and announced that in his
country, where Catholics were a genuine minority, he could wear what he liked.
Particularly in the early days, Alemany would be gone for weeks at a time visiting on
a biennial schedule his distant parishes. He was a good horseman, but with
transportation improving in California he was able to take a stagecoach many times.
He carried a worn carpet bag and liked to ride shotgun up with the driver. Once, as he
alighted in some remote village, he left his luggage behind. The driver shouted:
“Come back, old man! You forgot your violin!” However, in December 1868, the
horse he was mounting in front of his house reared and then landed on top of him.
Alemany was knocked unconscious and had a wound on his head; we are not
surprised to find him back at work the next day.
A story is told us by Francis Cassin, an old-timer of 1849 vintage. During one of the
numerous fires plaguing the City, he noticed the firemen had nearly collapsed at their
pumper from fatigue. A man, who had just rescued two children from a burning house
nearby, ran up to get the crowd to help out. He encouraged them in both Spanish and
English. He succeeded in getting the bystanders to relieve the regular firemen. Only
then was it clear that the little gentleman, now directing from the fire-engine, was the
Archbishop of San Francisco. “There were no important fires where the bishop and
the Rev Mr OConnell were absent.”
The archepiscopal palace was a small place behind the new cathedral. Access to the
church was immediate. Fr Herbert Vaughan, later cardinal and archbishop of
Westminster, visited the West in 1864 and with a flourish describes the scene:
Go, then, up California street, turn round the cathedral of St. Mary’s and you
will enter a miserable, dingy little house 44. This is the residence of the
Archbishop of San Francisco and his clergy, who live with him in community.
To the left are a number of little yards, and the back windows of the houses in
which the Chinamen are swarming. Broken pots and pans, old doors, and a
yellow compost, window-frames, fagots, remnants of used fireworks, sides of
pig glazed and varnished, long strings of meat—God only knows what meat—
44 Making the turn one was on Dupont Street; later it was renamed Grant, for the Civil War
hero, and was, and remains, the mainstreet of Chinatown.
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hanging to dry, dog-kennels, dead cats, dirty linen in heaps, and white linen
and blue cottons drying on lines or lying on rubbish—such is the view to the
left. The odors which exhale from it who shall describe? A spark would
probably set the whole of these premises in a conflagration; and one is
tempted to think that even a fire would be a blessing.
To the right, adjoining the cathedral, is the yard where the Catholic boys come
out to play; and in this yard stands a little iron or zinc cottage, containing two
rooms. This is where the archbishop lives; one is his bedroom, the other his
office, where his secretaries are at work all day. No man is more poorly lodged
in the whole city; and no man preaches the spirit of evangelical poverty, a
detachment in the midst of this money-worshipping city, like this Dominican
Spanish Archbishop of San Francisco. [from McGloin, p 231]
Alemany treated his bedroom as a Dominican cloister and no one was invited in.
Ostentation, the usual disease of archbishops, did not take him over. But he was in all
cases the boss, not to be gotten round nor ignored. Overt anger was not in his
repertoire and in the nastiest confrontations he maintained his kindness...and usually
won.
Nevertheless, the “little bishop” was not to be pushed around. As the Civil War
threatened in the east, the state of California found itself divided in allegiance.
Alemany, now a long-time citizen, stood firm in several pastoral letters 45 for
legitimate government and peace, resisting calls for secession and violence. But when
the call was made by very serious “patriots” that all churches fly the national flag, he
refused altogether claiming it was totally inappropriate.
The first archdiocesan synod was held in July 1862 as the bishop turned 49. He
reported 57 000 Catholics, with 29 000 in San Francisco, served by 50 churches and
80 churchless missions.
One of the major events in his ecclesiastical life would take him back to Rome. We
find him leaving for Italy once again, this time with Bishop OConnell of Grass
Valley. San Francisco sent a present of Sierra gold and Grass Valley one of Comstock
silver to the Holy Father. In Italy the papacy was in place, ruling over a very reduced
Papal State and protected by a combined French and Austrian force. Protected from
what, one may ask. The flood of anti-dynastic, anti-clerical and so-called liberal
sentiments continued to threaten Europe. The Italian republicans had failed to hold
Rome after the attack in 1849, but they had not given up. Mazzini and Garibaldi and
many more waited for their chance.
45 The one of 25 Feb 1861 was on Unity and Loyalty.
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The rather absurd House of Savoy appeared on the scene at just this point. This family
had been stuck as the Kings of Sardinia until 1831. Charles Albert became acquainted
with Garibaldi, the chief insurrectionist in Italy, who managed to get exiled and
imprisoned with some frequency. There had to be some good to be derived from such
a charismatic fellow. In 1849, Charles Albert’s son, Victor Emmanuel ii, saw his
chance to make a mark on history rather than remaining a tiny footnote. The unrest in
the Italian states and duchies, the bad state of affairs in France and Austria, sometime
occupiers of Italy, added to the rumblings of the republicans and anti-clericals, all of it
convinced his advisors that the king’s next move would be to establish a kingdom
including an Italy presided over by the Savoys. The king certainly was not
sympathetic with any dreams of an Italian republic run by the rabble but was only too
ready to exploit the revolutionaries and anti-clericals for his ends. By 1860 it was
becoming clear that Papal States and the papacy itself were under attack.
On the other side, in1864 Pius ix had the idea to consolidate the Church’s position in
an increasingly hostile Europe by convoking a Council. Not since that at Trent ended
in 1565 had one of these grand meetings been held. All of the bishops of the world
plus a flock of abbots, major superiors and theologians would come together at Saint
Peter’s to take care of making rules and proclaiming policies. On the 6th of December,
five months after the convocation on 29 June 1868, the 698 counciliar fathers met and
went to work. They dealt with a great many details but are remembered particularly
for passing the statement affirming papal infallibility on 18th July 1870.
As the Archbishop of San Francisco, by now a world-famous city and the tenth largest
in the United States, Joseph Alemany was at the Vatican. He is known to have
delivered five eloquent speeches and been a strong supporter of defining infallibility.
But outside this assembly the forces were gathering and plans were being made to
bring the Church down if possible.
The end came quickly enough. In 1866 Bismarck and Prussia had started a conflict
with Austria; her troops in Rome began to withdraw north. Next, France was drawn
into a conflict by Bismarck. The Franco-Prussian war began with a dispute over the
attempt to place a minor German prince on the troubled throne of Spain. Yes, Spain,
once again! The provisional government that followed the departure of Isabella ii was
in trouble and the royalists were gaining momentum. The French objected to blatant
German expansionism into Spain. The extraordinary result of all this was that a truly
minor figure, Amadeo from the House of Savoy, was made King of Spain. After three
tumultuous years he was out and a republic again proclaimed in Spain. 
When war broke out in 1870, Napoleon iii was forced to withdraw the French troops
from Rome to defend France herself. Now the papacy had no protector on site. All of
this worked to suit Bismarck’s ambitions. He, first as a freemason and then like all
men with universal ambition, hated the Church; its transcendent power always stood
as a counterpoise to statism and absolutism. The newly formed German Empire could
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not tolerate religious schools, monasteries and a clergy connected with Rome. In ten
years, with his savage Kulturkampf,  Bismarck would do real damage to the Church.
Meanwhile, arranging the destruction of the Papal States was a good start. 
Over the intervening years most of the Italian peninsula in the north had been taken by
the so-called Kingdom of Italy working out of Turin, in fact as the Kingdom of
Piedmont. The Papal States had been whittled down by the agents of the Savoys to no
more than the region surrounding Rome. Although appalled at this aggression the
Catholic states stood back and allowed it all to play out. The delegate of Victor
Emmanuel ii with an offer for a compromise was met with real hostility by Pius ix,
who seemed to feel that it was his sacred duty to defend the lands of the Church, such
as they were. The royal army breached the walls of Rome on 19 September and the
out-manned but loyal papal army surrendered the next day. It was over. A dramatic
stroke was that the Quirinal, home of the popes for centuries, became the royal
residence in the new capital of Italy.
It is worth pointing out that the Vatican Council was still in session. The last meeting
was held on 1 September as the Piedmontese army approached. Earlier permission
had been given for a recess and quite a few of the fathers left Rome for home. The
Pope, after the capture of the city, retreated into the Vatican Palace and announced he
was a prisoner. The official decree declaring the Council indefinitely prorogued was
issued on 20 October. 
The two adversaries lasted only a few more years: Victor Emmanuel ii died in January
1878 and within a month the Holy Father died on 7 February in his self-imposed




Archbishop Alemany, after witnessing these calamities in Europe, returned to his
California and went back to work. And this work was now crucial: as the ancien
regime seemed to be collapsing at the centre, the edges of the Church might very well
flourish. Always in need of people to do the job, the archbishop had agents working
Europe (particularly Ireland) and the East Coast encouraging young people to
consider coming out to the new world being built in San Francisco. 
So much was going on in the Far West. Alemany ruled over San Francisco, with
suffragans at Monterey overseeing the south, including Los Angeles, and at Grass
Valley covering northern Nevada and most of northern California. In April 1872,
Bishops Mora and OConnell came together for the first Provincial Council at San
Francisco. They saw that the Church was, one might say, thriving.
In 1876, the archdiocesan report claimed 120 000 Catholics with 93 churches, 51
regular and 70 secular clergy. A wonderful moment came for the Church in California
on 8 October 1876 with the celebration of the 100th anniversary of Mission Dolores. A
grand solemn mass presided over by the Archbishop, music, speeches and a certain
amount of pomp were all noted. Because the City views the foundation of the Mission
as the foundation of San Francisco, this was a widely observed bash. Earlier, on the
4th of July, Alemany had built a large brick church just north of the ancient Mission; it
was to last only until 1906—the Mission itself remains to this day. 
All the while, improvements were made. The very busy John Prendergast founded the
Sisters of the Holy Family in 1872 and they proved to be very useful in educating the
children of the city. In 1874, Alessandro Franchi took over from Barnabo as prefect at
Propaganda Fidei. In 1878 Leo xiii replaced him by Giovanni Simeoni; still a
“missionary area”, San Francisco remained under his supervision.
As the ecclesiastical authority in a land noted for seismic manifestations, Alemany
was called upon to intercede for his people. Since his arrival in California dozens of
quakes had disturbed both of his see cities. Windows were broken, streets cracked
open, facades collapsed and one occasion Lake Merced drained through a fissure;
people rushed out of their homes in a panic, with little in the way of clothing. Many of
the events were aftershocks of larger quakes. Carrying a 7.9 Richter, the Fort Tejon
Earthquake of 9 January 1857 was felt in the City. In particular, 1863-1868 was a
period of serious activity. The 6.5 quake on 8 October 1865 in the Santa Cruz
Mountains created wide-spread damage and was recorded by Mark Twain in
Roughing It. The Hayward Fault provided the Great Earthquake of 21 October 1868 at
6.8 Richter; again, nearly everything fell down. The long-suffering Catholics had had
it by1869. The Archbishop applied to Rome and Pius ix declared the 9th of August a
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special day of prayer, all directed at Saint Emidius 46 . Finally, the Holy Father
inserted this saint’s feast day into the calendar on 5 August, the day after the feast of
Saint Dominic.
Regarding another version of upset, during 1877 and 1878, the apostate Denis
Kearney raised a very loud cry about the flood of immigrants, particularly Chinese,
ruining the prospects for employment— employment for Caucasian men!. A wave of
ugly response swept northern California. Even earlier Alemany had spoken out, as he
did now, against the hatred and violence being advocated against the Chinese. In
February 1874 an anti-Catholic paper had blasted the Church: 
...we would not be at all surprised to see the Chinese worshipping Josh in St
Mary’s Cathedral...as it is, they have Alemany pretty well surrounded and a
stranger who might visit Chinatown now, would be very likely to take St
Mary’s for a China Josh house.... There are burning tapers and statues in both,
and the worshippers or visitors resemble each other in so much as they both go
through the same forms of bowing before images...the Catholic form of
worship is taken from paganism.... [from McGloin, footnote 38]
It did not help when Sacramento’s politicians played along with the sentiments of the
mob. Rather nasty laws were passed. Finally, most lost interest in the protest and
Kearney was left to disappear, discredited. That the now Old Saint Mary’s has been
for many decades the parish church for Chinatown would perhaps appall those ranting
voices. 
The need for schools and services staffed by religious Brothers and Sisters continued
on the archbishop’s list. In 1879 he wrote to, James Gibbons 47, the new archbishop of
Baltimore asking advice on the matter.
Although we have suffered much difficulty in procuring lots, building
churches and managing debts created on that account, we feel that we must
redouble our energies to procure the Christian education of our boys. The
good Christian Brothers have done far more than could be expected in that
line; but they cannot expect additional numbers from the east or from Europe,
and these formed here are not sufficient to attend to the various places
requiring some such Brothers...[after commenting on the uneven performance
of other groups]: ...I had already had some understanding with the Christian
Brothers, with whom I am very much pleased. [from McGloin, p98f]
46 The 4th-century Bishop of Ascoli Piseno was invoked by his city at the quake of 1703,
successfully. His cult then spread to Naples after a series of disastrous events in 1731. His
name appears on the San Emigdio Mountains near Tejon, north of Los Angeles..
47 On 7 June 1886, after Alemany’s retirement, Gibbons was named the second American
cardinal by Leo xiii. He governed Baltimore as bishop for 44 years.
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Nonetheless the Archdiocese of San Francisco found a serious difficulty in setting up
a local seminary. At the beginning, in 1840 under the Franciscans, six secular priests
were ordained at Santa Barbara. Then that house of studies moved to Santa Ynez in
1844, only to close in a few years. In 1853 Alemany had a small seminary at Mission
Dolores, but by 1866 it was closed. A small band of priests set up at Mission San Jose
to open a seminary in 1882, but it too was gone by 1885. It was left to later ordinaries




The long-lasting dispute with his brother Dominicans and with the good Fathers of
the Society of Jesus came up once again. The archbishop held strong opinions and
made hard decisions. His personality linked to a perhaps abrupt method of getting
things done annoyed and even threatened certain folks in San Francisco. During early
1880, five Dominicans living at their fine new church on Bush Street gathered,
pushed along by Vilarrasa, to draught a letter. They claimed the Archbishop was
acting “irrationally” regarding Dominican rights, that he was “tyrannical in the
extreme” and moved by either “ignorance or pride”. The finished document of 23
April was endorsed by Vilarrasa, acting now as the superior for the Dominicans. All
of this was sent to the Master, Joseph Larroca, in Rome. 
Then, in November, one of the five malcontents approached the president of Saint
Ignatius College, Aloysius Varsi, who was encouraged to add his voice, pointing out
that the bishop must not “molest the Jesuits”. The Dominicans joined the equally
threatened Jesuits, intending to send their complaints to the new pope, Leo xiii. We
may recall the protests from Ohio thirty years earlier bearing the handiwork of Father
Vilarrasa. Again the rights and obligations of the Order were lined up against the
work of Alemany, then as provincial and now as archbishop. 48 One is left to imagine
what was going on, and one may only imagine. In the rather free-wheeling American
church, suited so well to Alemany’s abilities and appetites, toes were stepped on.
Many years earlier he made a telling remark: “I come from the German, or hard-
headed part of Spain”. Furthermore, there were few if any “courts of appeal” for
anyone with a grievance against the prelate governing in the rather splendid isolation
of the West Coast. Recall that letters back and forth to Rome were months in transit.
And bureaucracies on both ends worked very slowly, as usual for such beasts. 
But do we know in detail what these complaints were? Back in 1867, Vilarrasa had
written to Fr Jandel in Rome that Alemany was not sympathetic to the religious in his
diocese. What could that mean? The records reveal that Alemany demanded a lot of
work from these men, staffing schools and parishes, ministering in the hospitals and
orphanages that had grown up and, what may have been the final straw, being posted
to Indian missions. Vilarrasa, the acting provincial, viewed such assignments as
distracting the friars from their religious obligations in community. In June of 1876,
he wrote another note to the Roman superiors, lamenting that Alemany was asking
too much of his men and had even interfered in the legislative chapters of the
Dominicans. We may assume that nothing came of these notes, because two years
later, Vilarrasa was at it again with the same complaints. Finally, the Master was
48 On 21 July 1851, a year after the earlier filings, Alexandre (Vincent) Jandel, the Master of
the Order, had declared them null and void, thereby burying them and averting any action
from above. 
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requested a number of times to stage a formal visitation of the Fathers of the Province
of the Holy Name, to see the problems at first-hand. Fr Larroca, probably not entirely
pleased with the prospect of a confrontation, politely dodged the request in 1881
when he visited New York but not San Francisco.
By now, the Archbishop was getting on to seventy years old. He had been, on his
own, at the job for over thirty years. He had started with nothing and ended with a
thriving church in a thriving city. Year after year he had requested a coadjutor first
from Pius ix and then from Leo xiii. In fact, Henry Elder, Bishop of Natchez, was
given the nod, but he was unwilling and managed in 1880 to be appointed coadjutor
of Cincinnati instead. 
But the continuing plea from San Francisco was for a coadjutor. Time after time
Alemany begged anyone who would listen to send him a helper and a successor. In
1881, the San Francisco priests (including two Jesuits) proposed the Vicar General,
John Prendergast, to be named coadjutor. He himself stoutly resisted such a move,
time after time. The same year, John Lancaster Spaulding, Bishop of Peoria,
submitted the name of Patrick William Riordan.
By 1881 Alemany was sure it was time to pull back and take retirement. He
announced his intentions to Rome and the machinery slowly went into motion.
Alemany reviewed various suggested candidates, some of whom declined nomination.
Early in 1883 he approved of Fr Riordan. In July Leo xiii named Riordan, a forty-two
year-old priest from Ontario, coadjutor archbishop cum jure successionis of San
Francisco. This arrangement allows the new man to cooperate with the old one before
formally taking over. Riordan had shown promise during his student days at South
Bend and was sent to Rome, Paris and Louvain for his education. He was a pastor in
Chicago when appointed. After being consecrated bishop in September, he headed
west by train and on 21 October the aged Alemany went east; they met in Ogden on 3
November and the two archbishops returned together to the City, arriving three days
later.
The new arrival was not overlooked by the Congregationalists. 
From the papers we learn that an assistant to the Roman Catholic Archbishop
of this diocese arrived last week and received a cordial welcome. So far as we
have any right to do so, we give him welcome. If he prove to be the sort of
man and ecclesiastic called for by this situation, we shall be thrice glad for his
coming. Romanism on this coast needs attention, especially in its moralities.
When an enormous proportion of all crime is committed by Romanists and so
many of the vilest places are in their hands—something is the matter, and we
respectfully commend an investigation to the coadjutor to the Archbishop. 
[The Pacific, 14 Nov 1883, from McGloin]
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The handing over of the archdiocese was a gradual and congenial affair. One reason
was that all of the properties and funds were vested in the corporation sole, a legal
position attached to the office of the bishop and not to the Church. Although widely
found in English Law, this arrangement was approved in Sacramento only after a push
by Alemany. He had visited Baltimore and then the national capital back in May
1852. He was able to meet with Chief Justice Roger Taney who advised him
regarding his land problems and also proposed the notion of corporation sole.
A last request was sent along to Leo xiii:
For many years I have greatly desired to devote my strength to the work of the
Dominican Order which I joined many years ago—my especial wish being to
help in the increase of my Order in Spain.
Among other reasons, I had this one very much in mind when, for such a long
time, I sought a Coadjutor. Now that Your Holiness has granted me such a
fine one with right of succession, one who is endowed with great learning,
eloquence of speech and experience as well as prudence in his manner of
acting, I ask you in all reverence to free me from the episcopal office which I
have tried to fulfill for thirty-four years—however uselessly—so that my
Coadjutor may succeed me...I hope to be able to place myself under the
complete direction and obedience of the Father General of the Order of
Preachers. [Letter of 10 July 1884]
The grand dream of having a Missionary College in Spain to train priests for
missionary duty had been held by Alemany for years. Until his death he worked at it,
but received little or no encouragement from his Order or from Propaganda Fidei. He
must have been greatly disappointed by this failure. 
A tiny footnote to these final days on the job can be inserted. A young Irishman,
James Concannon, arrived in the City. He began by selling rubber-stamps to the
increasingly large business community on the West Coast. He prospered and then met
the Archbishop, who never missed a chance. Clearly with the increasing number of
parishes and the rising cost of supplies, altar wine in particular was a difficult item to
handle. Why not, said he, have Mr Concannon move into wine-production? As a
result, in 1883 the family—wife and ten children—relocated to Livermore and planted
a vineyard. They, vines and family, are there to this day. 
The next year, Alemany and OConnell, both retired, went off to the Third Plenary
Council at Baltimore. Just before Christmas they returned, Riordan formally acceded
to the see and Alemany packed his meagre belongings to return to Catalonia. In
January, he asked to be readmitted to the Dominican community as Brother Sadoc. He
remarked to Fr Larocca, “The doctors tell me I am good for 20 more years”. His
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formal resignation was recognized by the Holy See on 21 December with a letter from
Cardinal Simeoni.
We could do no better than to follow the story of the departure as told by Fr McGloin
and we stay close to that. In 1885, when it was clear to the diocese that their bishop
was leaving, the prominent laymen, Joseph Donohoe and Dennis J Oliver 49, headed a
farewell committee. The old man was not going to sit down on the job however. On
Maundy Thursday, he blessed the oils, as usual and a bit later confirmed 250 children.
On 19 May the priests all turned out, with Fr Croke (now a respected elder 50) and Fr
Prendergast, the Vicar General, at their head. They gave $10 000 to their bishop (now
the titular of Pelusium) for his retirement. The next day at another party the laity,
represented by John T Doyle, gave him $8 000 51. On the 22nd the Chinese Catholics
held a gathering to honor their pastor. On Saturday the 23rd, Alemany heard his usual
round of confessions. The next morning he celebrated the 7.30 and insisted on
distributing Communion by himself to a packed cathedral. The Pontifical Mass later
in the morning was celebrated by Riordan. At it Alemany confirmed several hundred
children and then gave a little talk; he broke down during it and wept most
uncharacteristically.
At 2.00 in the afternoon, Mr Oliver and his carriage pulled up to take the party to the
Oakland ferry. Several hundred trouped along. At the station across the Bay, standing
on the back platform of the train as it left, Alemany blessed the people kneeling by the
tracks. At Port Costa the train was loaded on the ferry for the crossing to Benicia. A
crowd had come along, including a large number of priests. Again, while they knelt,
Alemany blessed them a final time. 
Daniel T Murphy and James Donohoe traveled east with the bishop. They visited
Washington where General William Rosecrans, a Catholic, introduced them to
President Cleveland. In New York, Mr Murphy suddenly passed away; Alemany
celebrated his funeral mass before leaving for Europe on the Etruria. After the
obligatory stop in Ireland, it was on to Rome where he was received by Leo xiii. In
August he returned north to Viterbo, where his priestly life had begun so long before.
By October he was in Vich to see his family and his brothers, in particular. 
49 Oliver as a young man arrived on the Columbus in 1850 along with Alemany. He grew
with the young town and became prosperous. His nephew Bartholomew P Oliver, went to
Saint Mary’s College, became a lawyer and played a large role in the legal history of the
City.
50 This man, so prominent in our story, was off on a holiday in 1889. After arriving in New
York he died. His body was returned to San Francisco; he spent 49 years of his life in the
West.
51 The considerable purse was left in San Francisco. If in fact the missionary college were to
be established in Spain, the money could be forwarded to its benefit; otherwise it was to
be for the Church in the City. 
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He ended up in Valencia as a simple priest, helping out with the sacraments at Our
Lady of the Pillar. Across the street from the church he lived in a small apartment
with a secretary, a French priest. This odd arrangement seems to have been due to the
conversion of the once Dominican convent to an army barracks. In 1887 he wrote
back to California that Valencia had “good people, good weather, devout
ceremonies....We have everything desirable except good government”. Next year on
Epiphany, he suffered a cerebral hemorrhage while hearing confession. After a week
in bed, he was up celebrating mass once more. However, his eyesight and memory
began to fail; continuing in the confessional, he did give up the altar. By Saint
Joseph’s day he was very sick and was given the last rites the next week. But in April
he had another stroke, was given viaticum and went into a coma. On the 14th, during
evening Angelus, he died 52. 
Santos Jaunes in Valencia hosted a huge funeral on 17 April 1888. There were one
hundred priests attending. The same day the body was returned to his native Vich as
all the bells tolled. The burial was in the chapel of the Sacrament in the church of
Santo Domingo. Word did not reach San Francisco until early May. The memorial
Mass was held there on 14 May, the eulogy preached by John Prendergast.
IN 1884 Joseph Alemany left 200 000 Catholics in his archdiocese (today much
smaller in area), served by 150 churches and 200 priests. Six colleges and four
hospitals were in operation—along with a winery. The cathedral however remained
the little church on California Street, as simple as its builder.




The structure of the Church in California is rather interesting both ecclesiastically and
historically. Columbus had just reported his discoveries when the Archbishop of
Seville began setting up sees in the New World. Both Santo Domingo and Puerto
Rico in 1511, Panama in 1513 and Santiago de Cuba 53 in 1518. On 13 Oct 1525, the
Church erected the diocese of Tlaxcala and manned it with a Dominican, Julian
Garces, under the Metropolitan of Seville. Later the name was changed to the Diocese
of Puebla. This ordinary was in charge of the northern section of mainland New
Spain, a region too vast to imagine. In 1530, the diocese of Mexico City was carved
out and then in 1536 that was subdivided to create Michoacan and this again in 1548
yielded Guadalajara. The rapid increase in Spanish settlement and the resulting
growth of the Church finally led to the Diocese of Durango in 1620, overseeing what
was to become California, the Southwest and northern Mexico, a territory still far too
large for one bishop to administer. In 1779. after 150 years the Diocese of Sonora
(later renamed Hermosillo) was erected to take care of the northern part of Durango.
From this diocese Pius ix extracted the diocese of the Two Californias to cover the
west coast, as we have seen.
53 This bishop oversaw Florida and Louisiana as well. In 1826 the diocese of St Louis of





Pius viii 1829 1830
Gregory xvi 1831 1846
Pius ix 1846 1878
Leo xiii 1878 1903
Prefects of Propaganda Fidei
Mauro Cappellari 1826 1831 elected Gregory xvi
Cardinal 1825
Carlo Pedicini 1831 1834
Cardinal 1823
Giacomo Fransoni 1834 1856
Cardinal 1826
Alessandro Barnabo 1856 1868
Cardinal 1856
Alessandro Franchi 1874 1878 became Sec of State
Cardinal 1873
Giovanni Simeoni 1878 1885
Cardinal 1875
Dominican Masters of the Order
Joaquin Briz 1825 1831
Ferdinando Jabalot 1832 1834
Mauretius Olivieri 1834 1835
Hyacinth Cipolletti 1835 1838
Dominic Ancarani 1838 1844
Vincentius Ajello 1844 1850
Vincentius Jandel 1850 1855 as Vicar-General
1855 1872 as Master
Joseph Sanvito 1873 1879 as Vicar-General
Joseph Larroca 1879 1891
Jesuit Superiors General
Jan Roothaan 1829 1853
Peter Jan Beckx 1853 1887
Anton Anderledy 1887 1892
 57
Christian Brothers Superiors General
Br Anaclet 1830 1838
Br Philippe 1838 1874
Br Jean-Olympe 1874 1875
Br Irlide 1875 1884
Br Joseph 1884 1897
Christian Brothers Visitors
District of North America
Br Aidant 1837 1848
Br Facile 1848 1861
Br Turibe 1861 1863
District of United States
Br Ambrose 1864 1866
Br Patrick 1866 1873 Asst Sup-Gen 1873-91
District of San Francisco




The Society for the Propagation of the Faith, which played such an important rôle in
the establishment of the Church in California, was the result of the work of a young
Frenchwoman. In Lyon, Pauline-Marie Jaricot, wealthy and high spirited, wanted to
raise money to help the Church in distant lands. Her brother was at St Sulpice and
complained to her about the poverty of many French foreign missioners. She also
heard about the problems at the new diocese of New Orleans. She was not one to
leave it at that.
At the beginning saying a prayer for the missions and setting aside a penny every day
was the work of the members of the group she formed. When she was 23 in 1822, the
Society was firmly set up. There were thousands of members all over the world. The
money raised was not aimed at any “Catholic” country but rather at those places under
evangelization. She worked until she was 63, when she died impoverished. Over the
years the papacy has honored the Society with indulgences and privileges. There is no
measuring the Society’s effect upon the growth of the Church.
The Society had its home in Lyon but maintained an office in Paris. It had no




The Early Parishes of San Francisco:
1776 Mission Dolores Franciscan
1849 St Francis
1851 St Patrick
1854 Old Saint Mary Chinese, first cathedral
1855 St Ignatius Jesuit
1856 Notre Dame des Victoires French
1860 St Boniface German
1863 St Brigid
1867 St Peter
1873 St Dominic Dominican
1880 St Paul
1880 St Teresa
1884 SS Peter & Paul
1885 Sacred Heart
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The funeral in San Francisco
On the morning of 20th November 1934, six Brothers 54 in their black robes and floppy
white collars carried the casket out onto Ellis Street in front of Sacred Heart College.
The recitation of the rosary had just finished and the procession was forming on the
sidewalk. Headed by the president of Saint Mary’s College and Br Leo, famous author
and poet, the guard of honor, faculty and Brothers, followed the casket as it was rolled
up Franklin toward the cathedral on Van Ness. The cortege solemnly marched past the
police holding back the traffic. 
When the mourners reached the romanesque brick pile of Saint Mary’s, crowds filled
the OFarrell Street entrance and jammed the front steps. In spite of the crush leaving
standing room only, the thirty honorary pallbearers managed to start slowly down the
nave toward the altar, led by a tall boy holding the cross. The body and six Brothers
followed; behind them in black vestments the celebrants55 for the solemn high
requiem mass. At the end came the senior clergy: five monsignori56 and John J Mitty,
Archbishop Coadjutor 57. Fifty other priests , many of them alumni of the college,
were in attendance. Packing the pews were judges, attorneys, bankers and merchants,
stock brokers and teachers, and working men who could manage to get time off. The
presidents of Santa Clara University and of USF, the provincials of the Dominicans,
the Jesuits and the Christian Brothers were there. The acting mayor represented
Angelo Rossi, and yet another alumnus of the college, the City Manager of Oakland,
represented the East Bay58. Oddly there were no relatives in the front rows.
Reporters from the half dozen San Francisco newspapers were scurrying around the
edges getting a story that filled the afternoon editions and was on the breakfast table
the next morning. Already the death had been announced across the country by
midday on the 17th. Headlines in Florida, New York, Boston, Chicago and Los
Angeles told of the sudden passing at Saint Mary’s College infirmary. 
54 Brothers Cornelius, Vantasian, Virgil, Henry and Clement from the College and Brother
Andrew.
55  Alumni of the College: William P Sullivan, ‘99, pastor of Holy Redeemer, celebrant;
Henry Smart, CSP, ‘99, deacon; Benjamin Dowling, CSP, College chaplain and Albert
Duffy, ‘22, master of ceremonies.
56 P J Quinn, pastor of St James; Charles A Ramm, rector of the cathedral; William
OMahoney, pastor of St Anne; Richard Collins, pastor of St Joseph and John Cantwell,
chancery office.
57 Mitty, the Bishop of Salt Lake, had been appointed archbishop cum jure successionis in
1932, to fill in for the ailing William Hanna, who finally retired in 1935.
58 James B McSheehy and the Honorable J Emmet Hayden for Mr Rossi; Mr John F
Hassler, ‘04, for Oakland.
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On the 18th, Brother Jasper, Director at Saint Mary’s College59, had decided that the
final rites were to take place in the six-year old chapel at Moraga on Tuesday
morning. Very quickly, he realized the number of mourners expected would
overwhelm the facilities at the College. Contacts were opened and rearrangements
made—the ceremony was moved to the cathedral in the City. The great speaker,
James P Towey, ‘02, a Paulist at Old St Mary’s on California Street, was to be the
eulogist.
On Sunday a wake had been held in the large parlour of the north arcade at the
College. Hundreds of faculty, students and friends filed past the open casket. Then, on
Monday, the wake was moved to Sacred Heart College and hundreds and hundreds
more filed through during the day. 
The response to the death of one man! 
59 The office of Director included serving as President of the College.
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Johnny McCann from Grass Valley
The man was born in New York on 23 April 1858 to John McCann, Sr and Johanna
Barry, irish immigrants. Records show some confusion about the date. In old age, he
coyly waved off inquiries about his age and birth. He himself did celebrate his later
birthdays on 23 April. 
When he was seven and at the end of the Civil War, the family, including two
daughters, Mary and Anna, moved from New York to California, arriving by ship via
Panama. With time the trip was elaborated into a covered wagon journey overland,
complete with Indians and campfires, all imaginary.
In any case, the McCanns managed to get to Grass
Valley, a great mining centre at the time, and settled
there by 1866. This was not a small village in the
hills; in 1868, a bishop was appointed and a
cathedral erected. That Lotta Crabtree, the
extraordinary victorian actress, was living there at
the time, certainly had an effect on the admiring
children and most of all on young Johnny.  Acting
and stagecraft were to play a great role in his life.
Like so many other immigrant families in the
foothills, the McCanns made do, but just barely.
John, Sr worked in the Empire Mine. The mother
died in 1867 and shortly after that a mining accident
took the father’s life. The orphans were taken in by
the local convent of Sisters of Mercy.
At the age of 13, young McCann was already noted
for his quick wit, intelligence and piety. One may be allowed to suspect that a certain
dose of gaelic trouble was in the mix as well. In any case the youngster needed a
larger space and some male influence. After some discussion the parish priest, Fr
Thomas Dalton, brought him to the Christian Brothers in Oakland. They arrived on 10
April 1871 and Johnny McCann asked to enter as a boarder. We will never know
whether it was the youngster’s apt mind or his often mentioned mischievous high-
spirit that created this turn in his life.
The Brothers had come to San Francisco from New York, also via Panama, in August
1868. They took over the direction of Saint Mary’s College for the archbishop and
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immediately began attracting recruits into the teaching order. That very year, for
example, the first fellow joined and took the religious name, Br Agapian Joseph.60
In 1870, with little room at Saint Mary’s College for training young Brothers, Justin,
the Visitor and Director, bought property across the Bay, at Fifth and Jackson in
Oakland. A new elementary school and novitiate were to be opened immediately. The
Director of Novices was Brother Pirmian, a severe, wise German. The new boy
evidently was impressed by what he saw of the Brothers. The next year it was to this
man and at this place across the Bay that John McCann, Jr applied to join. Because of
his age, he was taken as a postulant. In 1873, on New Year Day, he received the robe,
the habit of the Brothers61, and started his novitiate. He was given the very curious
name of Brother Agnon Francis. Saint Agnon, or
Aignan, was the completely obscure fifth-century
bishop of Orleans, known as the Scourge of the Huns.
For the next 61 years John McCann, Jr was to be
known as Agnon.
Brother Permian
60 He was an immigrant Irishman, 36 years old. With neither appetite nor aptitude for
education, he was put to gardening and maintenance, and stayed at it until his death in
1913.
61 The same day, Br Landricius Leander was robed. After being assigned to Sacramento, he
left the Brothers in 1877.
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The Student
For a fellow all of 15 years old the novitiate must have been harrowing. Poverty and
frugality reigned in what is in any case a trying year. The novice must be trained to
the Rule, the traditions and practices of the Brothers, while learning to pray and to
discipline himself to keep the vows he would pronounce at the end of the year. It was
all presided over by the no-nonsense Pirmian. But once again, intimations of what
was to come: the novice was the student of Brother Humphrey at what was then called
“Oral Expression”; the teacher knew his business and the pupil was more than apt.
The first vows were taken in January 1874 and Agnon found himself assigned to the
newly built Sacred Heart College in San Francisco. Justin, the Director at Saint
Mary’s College, knew that his school needed a feeder system, so he encouraged the
establishment of high schools— the first was Sacred Heart at Eddy and Larkin.
Brother Cianan, a very dignified Irishman with an impressive red beard, was the first
Director. Assisting him were the capable Gustavus of Mary, Euphrasius Falan,
Bosonis John, Walter, Julius of Nicomedia and the new boy, Agnon. The school
prospered and grew, taking in more boys than the college itself in just a few years.
The teenage Brother, scarcely older than those boys, joined them in classes. He also
learned how to prefect and how to cope with rowdy lads right off the street. These
lessons stayed with him. Although there is no record he probably completed a high
school program in these three years. 
The same year Benezet Thomas was assigned to Sacred Heart. Thomas had been
educated in math and engineering before joining the Brothers. He was bright,
philosophical, a bit dour and a natural leader. He was 10 years older but took the robe
just two years before Agnon. A wider world lay before this Brother. By 1880 he was
Director at Saint Mary’s College and two years later he was called to New York. In
three years he was Director at Manhattan College, a remarkable position for a young
westerner. In 1890 he was back in California for a year, only to be assigned as
President of Waterford College in Ireland. Finally, in 1911, he was named Assistant
for North America, a post just below that of the Superior General in Belgium. He
retired in 1923. Such a personality must have impressed the young Brother working
through his classes and trying to understand the Brothers’ life.
After the term in 1877, the young Brother Agnon was sent to Saint Mary’s. The house
register lists him as Nr 75. In the absence of any other records, we may only suppose
that he was there to do some studying. This period of a Brother’s life is usually called
the Scholasticate, a preparation for a life of teaching. In the absence of a formal
program, the new fellow joined his older confreres in the community at the college.
There can be no question that his ability was recognized by his superiors, however he
needed to pick up subject matter somewhere; no teacher can rely only on charm and
technique.
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But perhaps more importantly he came under the tutelage of Justin, the Director. This
formidable man had shepherded the first Brothers to California to take over the
struggling little college for the Archbishop. His personality and energy swept through
San Francisco as he raised funds,
recruited students and faculty,
kept the new alumni content and,
as a crown to his work, got the
state to grant a charter in 1872,
so that the college could give
degrees. The dramatic flair of
Justin, a strong presence at the
podium, an ability to charm
businessmen and churchmen
alike, all these surely were noted
with care by the observant
Agnon.
Justin, along with Benezet Thomas, left a deep impression on the youngster trying to
find his way in education. But the community generally must have brought the young
Brother along, in particular showing him the world of education and scholarship. He
had as yet no secondary diploma and had taken no college classes.
The rock-solid Br Justin was recalled east by his
superiors and appointed Visitor of New York in
1879. The post of Visitor among the Brothers is
occupied by a major superior in charge of a
region or even a country. In California, Justin had
served as the first Visitor of San Francisco,
overseeing Washington, Oregon, California and
Nevada. His loss to the college was considerable.
Arriving to take his place was his half-brother,
Bettelin, a large careful man, without Justin’s
flamboyance but a steady administrator. He was
to be responsible for much of the expansion of
the Brothers on the west coast over the next 20
years.
Br Justin
Saint Mary’s College at this time was on seven acres in the Outer Mission, on the
banks of Islais Creek. The address was Mission Road, the ancient Camino Real from
Dolores down to San Jose. After the arrival of the Brothers in 1868, the institution
improved, attracting more students and finding the money to pay the faculty. Under
the charter of 1872, a Board of Trustees was appointed. Further, with nine years of
graduates and using the Brothers’ considerable success elsewhere with their “Old
Boys”, the Alumni Association was set up.
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And, no small matter, sports took hold. In 1872, baseball first came on campus62. A
team was formed and took on all comers. The first season was 31-0-0. But where did
all this baseball come from? 
The sport had flourished in San Francisco: Eagle Base Ball Club in 1859, Pacific Base
Ball Club in 1862, and there was a California Theater Baseball Club in 1869. With a
new railroad linking Omaha and Oakland, teams from the east began taking
exhibition tours. The Central Pacific was only a few months old in September 1869
when the Cincinnati Red Stockings arrived in Sacramento on the new line. The team
came down to San Francisco and stayed at the elegant Cosmopolitan. They played the
Eagles and scored 12 hits in the first inning. The game ended 35-4. Over the next few
days they humiliated the Eagles again, then the Pacifics and finally beat the tar out of
the Atlantics 76-5 in a five-inning disaster. The folks in the City were appalled to find
their boys could not stand up to the stylish easterners. Such a debacle would not be
allowed again. 
The PBB Club formed a league and began setting up matches among the teams, teams
largely made up of Irishmen from the Mission District. They played at Hatton’s
Recreation Grounds. This shrine of baseball in the City had opened at Folsom and 25th
on Thanksgiving Day in 1868. That day five thousand fans paid a quarter each to see a
championship contest between the Eagles and the Wide Awakes. The California
League started up in 1879 with three City teams and one from Oakland across the
Bay.
In 1872 the college was able to schedule games with traveling pros, city clubs,
commercially sponsored teams, and the very few western colleges. By 1876 baseball
in California, and at Saint Mary’s in particular, was so well-known that some
players63 were asked to the Philadelphia Centennial Exposition to play the eastern
teams. San Francisco herself had been founded in July 1776, a few days before
independence on the east coast, so the boys were glad to call themselves the
“Centennials”. In two weeks they won six of their seven games. This put San
Francisco and Saint Mary’s on the map. The next year Jeremiah Eldridge64, a student
at the college, was taken into the major leagues for a thirteen-year career. He like
Agnon was an orphan, born in New York.
62 At least one reference claims September 1868 as the beginning of baseball at Saint
Mary’s. In any case, hers is one of the oldest college teams in the West.
63 Thomas Cullen (c), Nicholas Wynn (cf) Delos Ashley (p) and William White (p) were the
four boys from Saint Mary’s; they did not stay with baseball after leaving college.
64 Known as Jerry Denny, third-baseman Eldridge was the last major-leaguer to play bare-
handed. He hit the first home run in “Series” competition. He retired in 1894.
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The name Phoenix65 had been applied, and it stuck to the baseball team for 80 years.
The significance of the name, beyond the classical reference to “rising from the
ashes”, is long lost. In the nineteenth century the importance of a snappy logo and
clever mascot was hardly established. At the college teams were often simply called
the “Saints”. Jerseys and jackets, when the college could manage to purchase and to
embroider them, read “St Mary’s” or “Saints” or “SM” across the chest. 
During his four years at Mission Road, Agnon must have gotten involved in this
exciting world66 of college athletics. Finding a location likely to bring in crowds he
evidently scheduled college games for a field at Eighth and Market. He is known to
have helped set up the SMC Athletic Association in 1883 to raise money for
equipment. With the strenuous life of a Brother and with few diversions, he must
have found entertainment in the make-up games played on the acreage behind the
college, under the windows of the Brothers House. He did begin his life-long practice
of accumulating clippings from newspapers and magazines, anything mentioning the
college, particularly sports events. To this day, dozens of folios contain his life’s
work, thousands of clippings 67.
65 In at least one handwritten note, Br Agnon writes “Phenix”.
66 In a speech Mark Twain said of baseball: “the very symbol, the outward and visible
expression of the drive and push and rush and struggle of the raging, tearing, booming
nineteenth century”.
67 The first fire at the Brickpile in 1894 had burned both the library and the museum. All of
scrapbooks from 1877 onward were lost and Agnon started over.
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The Teacher
Sacramento, the burgeoning capital of California, was full of immigrants and railroad
workers, Irish and Slav, all Catholics. The diocese would be transferred there from
Grass Valley in 1886. New government buildings were appearing, grand residences
were popping up, entrepreneurs were seeking ways of making money (now that the
gold rush was well over) and growth was to be seen in all directions. Br Cianan,
having founded the new high school in San Francisco two years earlier, was sent to
establish St Patrick’s Institute in 1876. What would later
become Christian Brothers School was located on the
outer edge of town at 12th and K Streets. To this new
school, in 1881, Agnon was sent as a teacher—he was
twenty-three and once more thrown into the world of hard
teaching, disciplining country boys, and becoming his
own man.
A quiet and unremarked corner of Brother’s life is the
poetic one, even in these early days. In his personnel files
there remain a number of poems in manuscript. They
deserve some attention below. 
Br Cianan
Having been exposed to the writings of men like Cianan and Pirmian early on, Agnon
seems to have picked up a love for calligraphy. Many records from the beginnings of
the Brothers’ Houses at Saint Mary’s, Sacred Heart and Sacramento are the beautiful
work of Cianan. Whether called “spencerian” or “copperplate”, the elegant round
letters were the mark of a man well educated on the french model. The Brothers
particularly were famous for it. 
An example of a devoté of writing: Brother Vidonus Andrew 68, born on Prince
Edward Island in 1867, ended up at the Christian Brothers Business College in
Portland. His energy and good sense took the place over. He was always an advocate
of the Palmer Method of penmanship in the schools. On the more modern side he
introduced the mechanical stenographic machine into the curriculum at Portland,
replacing shorthand. In any case, letters and documents from the end of the nineteenth
century show that like many Brothers he had exercised fine penmanship.
Agnon must have spent some time, perhaps in his novitiate at Fifth and Jackson, or
later when Cianan was his Director, copying out the alphabet and learning how to
handle the awkward pen. Facing a clean sheet of beige paper lined with light blue
rulings, armed with a pen full of permanent ink and with an artistic eye and hand, is a
68 In 1934 Andrew was at Sacred Heart as head of the Procure; he served as the sixth
pallbearer at the funeral of Agnon.
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nearly sensuous experience. Poetry rather than dry prose suggests itself to the penman.
A floridly victorian example, dated 2 Jul 1884, Oakland:
Respectfully dedicated to Rev Brother Lucius, 
Saint Joseph Academy
I
You ask me to pen for your keeping
Some notions in verse or in prose,
While the theme you have left to my choosing,
Be yourself then, the theme I’d propose.
II
Tho oft have we met here together,
You have left me no cause to complain,
And I always felt glad at our parting,
To think we should so e’er remain.
III
Last June I did fear we’d be parting,
Ere the bloom of the May-flowers fade,
And I sigh as I think that life’s pathways
Are oft overcast by a darkening shade.
IV
Man’s life is a span–and a short one,
Time and death do the stoutest outbrave,
Each step that we take but advances
And hurries us on to the grave.
V
How fleeting alas! all terrene things–
Life and health, beauty, sunshine and gloom;
Today we’re aglow with enjoyment,
Tomorrow, all’s hushed in the tomb.
VI
Yet still we should ever remember 
Each one has an end to attain,
That the solace of age shall be ever
A career that’s undimmed by a stain.
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VII
How true “all’s not gold we see glitter”,
The counterfeit mimics the true,
And vice ‘neath the garb of true virtue
Tis often presented to view.
VIII
Then, let Fortitude, Temperance, Prudence,
With Justice, your actions control,
For these are the Cardinal virtues–
The lamp and the strength of the soul.
IX
Be just, be courageous and fear not,
Be a Christian, in God be your trust
And ever uphold like a hero
A cause that you know to be just.
X
If thus armed with virtue and honor
The battle of life you begin,
Preserving your conscience unsullied,
That battle with laurels you’ll win.
XI
But the writer of these lines forget not–
Tho’ not faultless he pens them with care,
But oft in your calm retrospection
Breathe forth for his soul a fond prayer.
It is signed with a fine flourish “Bro Agnon”.
The young high school teacher reveals the origins of the 1884 work, with a poem
dated “Sacramento,  August 5th, 1881":
To the Class of ‘82
Last June, ‘twas decreed we’d be parting,
Ere the bloom of the May-flowers fades,
And I sigh as I think that life’s path-ways
Are oft overcast by dark shades.
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Man’s life is a span, and a short one.
Time and Death do the stoutest outbrave
Each step that we take but advances
And hurries us on to the grave.
How fleeting alas! all terrene things–
Life and health, beauty, sunshine and gloom;
Today we’re aglow with enjoyment,
Tomorrow, all’s hushed in the tomb.
Yet still we should ever remember
Each one has an end to attain,
That the solace of age shall be ever
A career that’s undimmed by a stain.
How true, “all’s not gold that we see glitter”.
The counterfeit mimics the true.
And vice ‘neath the garb of true virtue
Is often presented to view.
Be just, be courageous and fear not,
Be good Christians, in God be your trust,
And ever uphold, like true heroes,
A cause that you know to be just.
If thus armed with virtue and honor
The battle of life you begin,
Preserving your conscience unsullied,
That battle, with laurels, you’ll win.
But the master who taught you forget not,
‘Tho not faultless, he taught you with care,
But oft in your calm retrospection
Breathe forth for his soul a fond prayer.
The tailoring of the same material for an individual and under completely different
circumstances two years later is revealing. Clearly, Agnon was taken with these
melodramatic sentiments. Where had he picked them up in the first place? There
remain a few battered ledgers that he had used in his early teaching years to collect
articles, many of a religious tone, cut from magazines and newspapers, along with an
extraordinary deck of nineteenth-century devotional engravings of saints and biblical
scenes. Later, more cynical Brothers were to refer to such pieces of writing and of art
as ferverinos. But once past the understandable disdain, one must be struck by the
solidity of the religious devotion growing out of such aids to faith.
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After two years Agnon was returned to Sacred Heart in San Francisco for another stint
of teaching school in the big city. Somewhere along the line, he was able to attend
classes at the University of California69, studying philosophy, logic and mathematics,
—with a distinguished record particularly in the last. All the while, he was working at
the loves of his life: elocution and forensics. Finally, in May 1887 the twenty-nine-
year-old found himself once again assigned to Saint Mary’s College, this time as Nr
130 in the register, a regular faculty member. He was to stay until his death.
69 He wrote the poem in July 1884. The inscription includes “Saint Joseph Academy”, which
places it in Oakland. Perhaps Agnon spent that summer in the East Bay, attending classes




The Brothers and the Archbishop of San Francisco had been having a difficult time
over financial arrangements. The archdiocese owned the College and expected some
income from it; the Brothers looked upon the school as a source of funds for their
educational work on the west coast. They were aiming at Portland, Sacramento, Los
Angeles and the East Bay. This friction, added to what by all accounts was a terrible
climate, windy and foggy, led the Brothers to leave the Bernal Heights and to
purchase a block of land in the rapidly growing town of Oakland across the Bay. By
1889 70, a new campus was built on Broadway, opposite Piedmont Avenue. That
summer the faculty, the books and all were hauled by wagon down Mission Street to
the ferries and taken to Oakland. Classes opened in the very substantial new quarters,
quickly nicknamed the “Brickpile”, in the fall. 
The Brickpile, Oakland
70 Brother Agnon Francis was present at the ground-breaking in Oakland on 23 October
1887.
 78
Among the relocated was Agnon, moving yet again with his few belongings. One of
his first assignments was the music department, although his own ability in this area
was not apparent. This put him in charge of Frederick Schorcht, formerly of the
prussian Imperial Band, a bandsman during the Civil War, hired by the College in
1868. Not much is known of this job, but the orchestra thrived for many years under
the direction of a junior Schorcht. Brother took the podium on occasion and continued
to play with them71. In addition, he is reported have had a strong singing voice. For
quite a while he directed the student Brothers’ choir.72
Teaching assignments were extraordinary in a tiny college with a small, poorly paid
faculty. Agnon taught theology (as did all the Brothers) as well as logic, chemistry,
astronomy73 and even Greek. Music, public speaking and drama were always part of
his work. Although pretense to such a broad repertoire might be taken as the mark of
a charlatan, he was known rather for his competence and even brilliance across the
spectrum.
His confreres invariably recall the young man as cocky and the older man as
pompous. The evidence is overwhelming that the pomposity was a combination of
irony and vanity. He was of slight build, and had a face that with age tended to round
out to owlishness. He parted his hair in the middle with some flair. At the same time,
his work in elocution and drama brought him to a “style”, a persona, full of himself
and decorated with grand gesture. A small, unobtrusive figure was setting himself out
to be someone.
“Despite quick words and a certain brusqueness, the students appreciated him...and
flocked to see him to mimic such spirited utterances...”74 He was a wonderful public
reader and lecturer. From the public readings in the Brothers’ refectory at meals, to
devotions in a local church, and after-dinner speaking at an endless string of parent,
alumni and fund-raising events, Agnon grew into a “character”. There may have been
as well more than a touch of the martinet in him. The motto he claimed guided his
classroom was “tout bien ou rien”, a remarkably unconditional demand.
Keeping up with his former students and working with the Alumni Association was
another of Agnon’s major activities. The response from the Old Boys was uniform.
He was the honored guest of the Alumni at the Palace Hotel in 1897. Then the
Athletic Association, which he had helped found, lionized him in 1900.
71 An identification of the instrument he played is yet to be made. 
72 In 1912 a remarkable and ornate new Mass in C was presented by this choir, with Brother
Agnon waving the baton.
73 During the Great War, with the college training the students for a role, Agnon found
himself teaching navigation.
74 From Notices Necrologiques 152, 1934.
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That same year the old Brother Visitor 75, Bettelin, returned to New York. Taking his
place a Quebecois, Brother Theodorus of Milan, served until 1910. He was stern and
close-mouthed, but considered a fair man. He was involved with improving the
education of the younger Brothers. Unfortunately he was too late to have any effect on
the patchwork education of Brother Agnon.
On 25 November 1901 at the College, Agnon directed the Thanksgiving play, “The
Fatal Brawl”. His interest in public speaking and drama also drew him to people with
similar interest. Brother Victor Lucius had come from Brooklyn and joined the
Brothers in San Francisco. His experience back east included work on the stage and
he retained a love for the theatre. Just one year younger than Agnon, he was robed in
1878. He taught, as usual, here and there until his ability was recognized; he was
appointed Director of a number of schools, particularly the grammar schools in
Oakland. His dramatic sense was coupled with a wonderful sense of humor: a number
of stories have circulated over the last eighty years. When he produced and directed a
play in whatever school he happened to be76, the audience was drawn from around the
Bay. 
Wherever assigned, Lucius was the life of the community, full of tricks and jokes. But
he was a capable and wise man, serving on the De La Salle Board of Trustees after
1909, while holding down the job of principal and Director in school after school,
including Walla Walla and Portland. On visits to Oakland and Berkeley, he was glad
to hike up the hill with Agnon to the Greek Theatre for an evening of Shakespeare.
The two were New Yorkers by birth and both loved the stage—they remained
friends until Lucius died in 1926.
In 1903 the professor took on editing and publishing. He put out The Collegian, a
magazine of essays, poems, news and photos, for the next 25 years at Oakland77. This
job kept Agnon working outside the classroom with his students. He would spend
long hours editing and advising, certainly talking. One of the staff wrote a clever
poem so that the first letter of each line spelled out “GABBY”. He substituted
another, but harmless, piece for editing by the eagle-eyed censor; as the job was being
sent to the printer the author replaced the joke. When it was time to mail the finished
product out to alumni and friends, the garrulous butt of the joke began to smell
trouble— his boys were up to no good. That evening Agnon barred the door to the
office and armed himself with a large jar of paste. In each of the hundreds of copies
the offending pages were glued together by the editor himself. For years people asked
why some pages of that issue had been unavailable for reading.
75 The Visitor is the regional superior, similar to a Provincial.
76 John Hasseler, later the City Manager of Oakland, was an actor in many of these plays.
77 Later The Collegian would transform itself into the campus newspaper. The monthly
magazine itself by 1926 was to become the annual, The Gael.
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One tragedy intrudes on these rather sunny days. The Brothers had always looked
forward to the summers as a time of retreat and vacation, far from school and the
rigors of regular life. At the turn of the century, with a new railroad built north from
Sausalito, spots along the Russian River began to attract the city dwellers. One family
in particular was glad to provide a house and waterfront for the college Brothers. On
26 June in 1904, while frolicking in the boats at the Markhams, Brother Winebald
Joseph fell in. This young Brother, an Irish immigrant whose family were farmers in
Walla Walla, had just been assigned to the elementary school at St Mary’s in January.
He was 24 years old. 
Only a few miles from the mouth, the great curve in the river at Markhams is wide
and, at that time undammed, full of tricky currents. Agnon and Victurian were in the
boat but all their efforts failed to save Joseph. Brother Josephus, much later, recalled
that it was a Sunday morning after mass, and the three Brothers rowed a boat across to
the left bank. Joseph and Victurian jumped in, but Joseph could not swim and because
the water was more turbulent than expected he grabbed the boat. It tipped over and hit
him in the head. Agnon was thrown into the water but managed to get ashore. Others
then came along and started looking for Joseph. He was downstream some way, on
the bottom. 
Because this is the story of Agnon we may be forgiven for yet another version of the
scene. Br Victorinus Leo, then 27, was also at Markhams. He was a Liverpudlian who
went on to serve as a saintly Director of Novices for twenty years at Martinez. He
wrote of that day:
Brother Agnon was dressed in a khaki suit, leather puttees, highly polished
shoes and a captain’s cap. He was always known as the one best dressed man
in camp. Thus accoutered he walked down to the river and Brother Joseph and
Victurian asked him to get into the boat. They were ready to swim and their
one purpose was to splash a little water on this attire–to baptise it, as it were.
They put off up stream where the water was not too deep. They pulled off their
sweaters and began to rock the boat. They continued to rock the boat when
someone stood up and upset the boat which had drifted back to very deep
water. Agnon was now in the water and was having a hard time. Brother Leo
went to his rescue.
For some years Agnon replayed this scene in his imagination, blaming himself.
One of his proteges and later close friends was Francis Meehan, a San Franciscan who
in 1897 joined the Brothers as Zachary Leo. He was invariably called “Black Leo”
because of his shock of hair. He too was a lover of the dramatic and over the years a
self-promoter, giving speeches, writing poetry, publishing novels and plays. In
particular, he was a sought-after reader of poetry, all sorts of poem: maudlin, comic,
epic, romantic and, most of all, Irish...all again, “oral expression”. After Leo’s arrival
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at the college in 1908, he and Agnon hit it off at once. There are accounts and
photographs of the two in homemade costumes giving readings from Shakespeare.
Leo and Louis LeFevre of the English faculty wrote material for the stage and for
Agnon.
Because of his grand style, Agnon was a constant target for those living with him.
Brother Josephus in a memoir of 1959 recalls that Brothers Victor Lucius and
Vantasian78 could get Agnon into a lather quicker than any others. But they entered
the fray knowing that the move was not for the tenderfoot nor the fellow with weak
armor. Evidently he could give as well as take. 
Nonetheless, a considerable number of memoirs describe Agnon as “a lovable
character”. His mannerisms included a short little cough, frequently delivered during
classes. When Old Gold advertised its cigarettes with the slogan “not a cough in a
carload”, dozens and dozens of notes and telegrams from former students arrived at
the college to remind him of his fault.
From his first days at the college Agnon’s growing interest in sports had been
obvious79.  Before long he was named manager, and a career in baseball was on its
way. He was known as “Agnon”, but most of his boys called him “B”. Not altogether
clear, the story has been retold many times. Traveling the first season with his team,
upon checking into the hotel, the young coach had written “B Agnon” in the register:
no mention of his status and no mention of his legal name—the team was fascinated
and the label stuck. On the other side, there is a newspaper advertisement in 1890:
“The Phoenix team of St Mary’s desires games with first-class teams. Address the
manager, B. Agnon, St Mary’s College”.
78 Another man orphaned by a mining accident.
79 During these days the college sent three more alumni to the big leagues. Among them




In those early days, baseball was both simpler and more complex than the business
enterprise it was to become later. Eligibility and the status of “amateurs” remained a
sore point. Saint Mary’s demanded that its players follow classes and keep the rules of
conduct. However they played for money at weekends and during summers.
The decade of the eighties laid a firm foundation for what would become one of the
greatest baseball teams. In 1885, Charles Geggus left Saint Mary’s and was signed by
Washington. At the same time, Joseph T Nunan, ‘87, made his name playing for the
Phoenix; he later became a priest. In 1886 the New York Giants went through San
Francisco and played an exhibition game with Saint Mary’s. Pitcher Eddie Lorrigan
threw a one-hitter and beat the pros 1-0. He graduated that year and pitched for the
Haight Pioneers in the championship game before 20 000 fans; he won 6-4. James
Fogarty left the College in 1888 to play for the Philadelphia Phillies.
The importance of baseball in the City, particularly in the Mission District and at
Saint Mary’s, may be gauged by a small event which took on national importance. A
young man from Massachusetts arrived in 1886. Ernest Thayer took a job at the new
Examiner, owned by the Hearsts. On 3 June 1888 in a small column next to that of
Ambrose Bierce, there appeared “Casey at the Bat”. The poem was taken up in New
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York. A dramatic reading there gave it wide circulation and it became an american
classic. The poem still conveys the spirit of nineteenth-century ball in San Francisco.
As was to remain the case, it was pitching that made the Phoenix. And pitching was
going through a major change at this time. During the mid-1880s the underhanded
pitch was disappearing and the much faster overhand came in. This allowed the curve
and the slider. The boys at the College must have taken to the more exciting play very
early. J A Cooney, ‘94 was on the mound against “Reliance” and struck out 19. Two
days later he pitched against Cal and struck out 23 more. These were in the “good ol’
days” when no one had a bulging bullpen and the foul-strike rule80 had yet to be made.
Cooney went against Stanford, Cal and Santa Clara in his senior year and won all
three. Another candidate for “greatest Saint Mary’s pitcher” was the San Franciscan
Joseph A Corbett, the brother of “Gentleman Jim”.
Brother Agnon, while busy with his baseball team in Oakland, managed to organize
the first Saint Mary’s football squad 81 in 1892 82. Some of his athletes joined this fall
activity to stay in shape. The first quarterback for the college was Fred Galindo, a son
from the famous Concord family. The game would not come into its own for another
forty years.
 
In 1892, the Phoenix took the Pacific Amateur League, and in the next two years the
California Collegiate title. Every year from 1901 to 1913 they won the California
Nevada College League. The record for 1901 was 12-2-0, the two losses were each by
one run. In 1902 it was 26-6-0 where both the number and quality of the opposition
went up. The same year Agnon’s boys beat a visiting team from Japan, 19-2. 
Agnon did not let grass grow beneath his feet. By 1900 there were three ball teams at
the College: in addition to the Phoenix, the junior varsity Collegians and the Young
Phoenix83. The high school division of the College fielded the Midgets, a sort of farm
team for the older teams. During the 1903 season the high schoolers played a friendly
game with Saint Peter’s High School84. Young Harry Hooper and Eddie Burns were
the battery for Saint Mary’s, while Harry Krause played for Saint Peter’s. There was
no surprise that Saint Peter’s lost 12-5. All three boys went to the College and then on
to the majors, as we shall see.
80 The major leagues adopted this rule between 1901 and 1903.
81 In any case, the team was not outstanding. In 1899, because of “brutality”, football was
dropped by Stanford, Cal, Santa Clara and St Mary’s. In 1906, President Roosevelt forced
the colleges to change the rules, and the NCAA was born. By 1915, Saint Mary’s took up
the newly cleansed football again.
82 The first collegiate game had been played on 6 November 1869, Rutgers against
Princeton.
83 As Paul Zingg points out, this was all on a campus with about 200 students total.
84 The Brothers set up this parish high school serving the Mission District in 1886.
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The season of 1904 ended up 18-1-0 for the Phoenix with 9 shut-outs. All of this time
the trio of Stanford, Cal and Santa Clara provided a great deal of the competition. But
in 1905, along came senior Frank Ferguson. He pitched 20-4 the previous season and
then laid out a stunning 14-2 winning record, including:
Stanford 3-2 with 11 strike-outs
Cal 3-2 11 





That last club was a visiting team from a university in Japan. For the third Stanford
game Ferguson covered 9 innings of no hits, no runs only to face a freak infield hop in
the bottom of the ninth. But his true record was set when he was working for the
Stockton team after graduation. He pitched 22 runless innings85 against Lodi with 17
strike outs. In nine trips to bat he hit four times and scored the winning run. Just two
days later he was on the mound against San Jose, and won in 9 unrelieved innings.
This record of 31 innings in two days stands.
In September, B received a letter from Charles M Weber 86, ‘73, one of the former
players at Mission Road. He writes:
I saw Ferguson pitch a magnificent game last Sunday, although he was well
backed by the Stockton team. That boy is a great pitcher, but wants practice in
fielding his position, and wants to be trained in running, as he is as slow as an
“ice-wagon”. Put him through a course of “get away quick and running”.
Is the evidence here that the old coach continued advising and arranging matters for
his players after their graduation to pro ball?
While playing for Brother Agnon, Frank once took a bet: “no outs, three on, no run”.
In the game, he walked three in a row, and then won the bet. Unaware of the ruse, the
coach must have been shocked at the unexpected walks. 
85 Another SMC man, Joseph Oeschger from Ferndale, playing for the Red Sox, pitched a
record unrelieved 26 innings on 1 May 1920 against Brooklyn, to a called tie.
86 The class of 1873 produced five degrees. A man from Stockton, Weber received a BSc,
and went on to become an Assemblyman in 1887. His classmates included J T Murphy,
BSc, Bank Commissioner in 1878, Henry Reardon, BA, later District Attorney for Butte
County, Wm Shipsey, BSc, attorney, and B P Oliver, BA, San Francisco real-estate.
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At the end of that season, Agnon formally resigned his post. Brother Zeticus Joseph
had helped out with the baseball program and he then took over the manager’s job.
The dashing Joseph was another winner, popular with the boys and with the alumni
alike. The 25-year old had been robed only two years earlier and he was already on
the high road. The team was gaining a national reputation. We may be sure however
that Agnon remained there at the end of the bench.
The sports writer, T P Magilligan remarked:
The boys of Saint Mary’s College are especially fortunate in having such
athletic preceptors as Brothers Joseph and Agnon. [They] are truer lovers of
the clean and manly sports and it is doubtful if any boys ever had more
interested and enthusiastic lovers of sport to guide their athletic destinies. I
have had the opportunity to meet both these excellent gentlemen, and I was
impressed with the devotion which the boys of the college bore toward them.
The influence of such men on the character of growing boys as inculcated
through the medium of athletics could not have been more clearly illustrated
than in the relations which exist between the boys and these men.
It is said that the average college boy takes his sports too seriously, that
victory or defeat are made too important a part of sport. Possibly this may be
so. But on the other hand, from the point of view of the influence which sports
have on the future character of the boy, they are not taken seriously enough.
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The Dean of Athletics
Adding to his long list of academic alumni, Agnon now had a list of his former
players. He single-mindedly kept track of these young folk, as they progressed in life,
as ballplayers, as merchants or as attorneys. The annual banquets and reunions always
included him. At Homecoming in 1906 87, he arranged the first Phoenix vs Alumni
ball game. He coached the Old Boys.
The college, certainly with the impetus provided by Agnon, had been working with
alumni to support the program as assistant coaches and advisors. John Brady,
Clarence Duggan, Tom Feeney, George Halley, John McPartland, Joe Nunan and
George Poultney had all spent some time with California clubs and the PCL. In
addition, former pro players living nearby were brought in: Doc Moskiman of the Red
Sox, Parke Wilson and George van Haltren of the Giants. In 1907 the college hired
the phenomenal first-baseman Hal Chase as manager.
Under the new manager, the Phoenix started with a bang: 26-0-1 with eight shut-outs.
They played the Chicago White Sox and beat them—a record worthy even of Agnon!
This team was certainly the high point of the sport at the College. The roster included
Eddie Burns, Harry Krause and Harry Hooper, the three who had played together in
1903. A excellent man at the plate, Hooper wanted to be a surveyor88 after finishing
his degree, but by 1909 he was with the Red Sox. He played until 1920, finished with
2500 hits and is in the Hall of Fame89.
“Prince Hal” Chase had an uneven past and dark future. A former Santa Clara student,
he rejoined the Highlanders90 in New York in 1907, leaving the coaching spot with
the Phoenix. He was judged to be among the very best in the game. But he was a
“professional athlete and amateur human being”, a gambler, liar and petty thief. He
went on to earn a fairly sordid reputation and ended up deeply involved in the Black
Sox scandal.
Continuing with incredible pitchers, in 1908 the Phoenix put Frank Hart on against
Santa Clara. He responded with a no-run, no-hit, 3-0 performance. The next year the
boys again took on the White Sox in an exhibition game. They did it again, 6-0. 
87 It should be pointed out that the Earthquake and the Fire had very little effect on the
College over in Oakland.
88 Hooper was an excellent student, taking mathematics, science and engineering, getting As
as a matter of course. He also was a pretty good horn player.
89 Looking back in 1971, Hooper remarked, “If my parents hadn’t sent me to Saint Mary’s
College I’d have turned out to be a dry farmer over in the San Joaquin Valley and nobody
would ever have heard of me”.
90 They were later to become the Yankees.
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In 1908 the Alumni grandly awarded the fifty-year-old B with a trip east, quite an
undertaking in those days of transcontinental rail travel. He returned to Oakland to
teach English, philosophy, history and, of course, elocution. The work on the
magazine also continued, as the editor, John P Doran, ‘09, points out:
And now to end our editorial career by saying a word of thanks to the man
who has aided us most in the publishing of the Collegian. That man is Brother
Agnon. During our regime he has acted as the censor of the college monthly.
He acted in that capacity long before our time; we, however, shared his genial
company and fund of knowledge for only two years. During that time we have
frequently approached him for advice and information and have never found
him wanting. There are many, many compliments we would like to pay him
but we realize that those compliments would cause him more pain than
pleasure. We fear that we are not acting in accordance with his wishes when
we take this method of formally thanking him. Upon us he has made a deep
and lasting impression. We hold him to be as an educator energetic and
thorough. We have found him to be as a censor solicitous and tolerant. We
know he is as a friend unswervingly loyal.”
A number of things changed in 1910. The first Californian in high position was
Brother Xenophon Cyril, an orphan from Santa Rosa—he was appointed Visitor. He
tried to continue Theodorus’ efforts to improve the preparation of the young
Brothers.91 The new Visitor was a stickler for formality and was quite annoyed when
anyone tried to call him “X”. He also managed to keep the Brothers in the public eye;
it was claimed that he had met every Governor of California from 1873 to 1929.
Brother Florinus Peter (known among the Brothers as “Flossie”) served as Director at
Saint Mary’s in 1910, filling in for Brother Vellesian. By 1911 it was necessary to
import Fabrician from New York. He was another Quebecois, quiet, methodical, with
a good academic instinct. Evidently some things needed attention at Oakland. The
Brothers in California, particularly the foreign-born Irishmen, invariably called
imports like Fabrician “wise men from the east”, and made their adjustment to
western ways even more difficult92. As Director the new man had to ride herd on such
independent personalities as B, who would be outside the discipline of the community
at receptions, games, reunions and parties. These “wild ways” gave rise to a legend,
perhaps true. One morning during mental prayer, a Brother at his elbow overheard
91 Xenophon also had become known as a fund-raiser. In 1906 a very broad and promising
campaign in the Bay Area enlisted a former State Supreme Court Justice, a bank of
eminent attorneys and the brother-in-law of Mayor Jimmy Phelan. We may detect the
figure of Agnon around the edges of such an undertaking. But it all came to a crashing
halt with the Great Fire in April.
92 The Californian boys also found the new man a bit affected. Their nickname for him was
“Jack Whazee”.
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Fabrician in anguish quietly muttering “I must make Agnon obey...I must make
Agnon obey...”. A real gentlemen, unable to comprehend the compulsion to attend
games and galas, he returned to a distinguished career in the east in 1914.
Paul Zingg tells a story about the touring Red Sox during the spring of 1911:
Boston scheduled a series of exhibition games at various station stops along
their long route back to the East. Unfortunately, the seasonal rains had made
the Oakland and Sacramento diamonds, as well as most of the others in the
area, unplayable. There was one notable exception–Brother Agnon’s carefully
maintained and well-drained field at Saint Mary’s College. Although the
Phoenix did not have a home game on April 8, they were scheduled to play the
University of California at four o’clock that afternoon in Berkeley. Agnon saw
an opportunity to display his current players and provide a homecoming for
Hooper and Lewis. Anxious to get his team some playing time after ten
straight days of rain, the Boston manager accepted the challenge. At 1.30 pm,
with a grand crowd having been drawn to the field by students on horseback
racing through Oakland and Berkeley announcing the game, Elmer Leonard
threw the first pitch of the Phoenix’s oddly constructed double-header.
It was the start of a great day for Saint Mary’s, a disastrous one for Boston.
Leonard pitched masterfully, spinning a 1-0 shutout. The game’s last out came
when the Phoenix’s Ed Lynch gunned down (Tris) Speaker at the plate....
Less than an hour after Speaker’s out, the Phoenix took the field against
California. Mike Cann tossed a no-hitter and Saint Mary’s shut out the Bears
6-0 in a seven-inning game. 
In short order, “Tiny” Leonard and Mike Cann were signed by the Athletics and the
Highlanders.
Although no longer the designated coach, Agnon clearly was concerned with all the
games and sports activities. Under a younger manager the baseballers were having a
hard time in 1912 facing Santa Clara yet again. He responded with a Rockne-style
speech and a prediction of victory. His boys won.
In 1912, Brother Zeticus Joseph, after filling in as athletic director at Oakland, was
sent off to Belgium for a “second novitiate”. This singular arrangement was set up for
those promising fellows who were being groomed for higher positions. By 1920,
Joseph was named Visitor of San Francisco and will appear again in this story.
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With such a long list of superior baseballers at Saint Mary’s, we are surprised to find
a triple-threat, the unbelievable Louis Guisto93, ‘16. As a forward he played against an
all-British team on the All-American rugby club for the college in 191494. He scored
two tries and one assist; he was rated as sensational. The next year on 25 October he
was halfback on the football team; he ran 105 yards back against Cal, the winning
goal in the 7-6 game. After graduation, Lou went into the Pacific Coast League for the
San Francisco Seals. At his first game, against Portland, Br Agnon was there in the
crowd of 10 000 cheering him on. As he came to the plate his former classmates
brought out a huge bouquet and a flower-covered bat. The first pitch was hit into the
left-field bleachers95. In that Portland series he hit three more home-runs. It was of
him and him alone that Agnon remarked:
The finest student, the finest gentleman, the finest athlete in the history
of St Mary’s.
J S Tormey, ‘21, seems to have had uneven memories of his days at the college: a
number of dates and events have gotten jumbled. We may then take his 1983 edited
but nasty account of Guisto’s triumph with some hesitation.
Everyone doesn’t know about Louis’ bat; just Louis and three or four others
including myself. I don’t think there is one of the good Brothers alive that
knows about the bat. So if you don’t mind, Louis, I’ll let them in on it. Louis’
dad had a farm in Napa County. When Louis was home from St Mary’s for a
Christmas vacation, he noticed an old flatbed wagon. “Do you need the tongue
on the old wagon? I would like to make a baseball bat out of it.” The father
replied, “Son, not only one bat, make two”. Louis drew a sketch on paper the
length of the proposed bat. 
Louis Guisto stood up at home plate with his adrenalin steamed up...with a bat
that was of seasoned wood with a 3/4-inch hole drilled seven inches deep and
said hole filled with lead and a wood plug glued and driven in to hide the plug.
I forgot to say the length of the bat was five inches longer than a regulation
bat. Louis, you didn’t mind my telling this, I hope!
He reported to the manager at Portland and said nothing about the miracle bat
that enabled the rookie to not only slam out a home run the very first time he
93 His name was Louis Giusto “Joosto”, but that seemed to baffle the Brothers (many
Irishmen) and it transformed into Guisto “Gheesto”. The italianate spelling and
pronunciation were both abandoned.
94 After the suspension of football in 1899 and the pressure against football from President
Roosevelt, rugby was brought to the college in 1907.
95 One eyewitness claimed it was the second pitch, and that it rolled under the steps of the
clubhouse in center field.
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swung at a pitched ball in the PCL but clean the bases as well. This didn’t last.
Someone blew the whistle...and Louis’ batting average fell from 315 down to
225 in three months.
The World Series of 1915 set a unique mark, both for the game and for the College.
Playing for Philadelphia were two college boys: pitcher Joe Oeschger96 and catcher
Eddie Burns, ‘07. On the Boston side, three more: “Duffy” Lewis in left, Harry
Hooper, ‘07, at third and the southpaw “Dutch” Leonard. In the third game, at
Fenway, Hooper hit 2 homers and Lewis one. Boston took the Series and Brother
Agnon could lay claim to a distinction no other coach in baseball would: five of his
boys in the Series, with four on the field at once97.
The Baseball Magazine of November 1916:
As a matter of fact, at Saint Mary’s College they raise ball-players in the oven.
They’ve got the habit to such an extent that Connie Mack has a standing offer
for the star pitcher there each year, and every scout who goes to the Coast has
a chat with Brother Agnon, dean of athletics and kindly counselor of boys
whose ambitions run to a professional career on the ball field.
Among other things this published article reveals that the good Brother although after
1905 no longer managing the team day-to-day had his hand on the controls of the
sports program. In fact, with his hiring of Babe Wilson as football coach, the squad
went 8-1-1 in 1917,  just two years after football’s resurrection at the college.
Ted Brandon, another Phoenix pitcher, on 16 March 1918, took out Cal 2-0 with a no-
hit, no-run performance. But the grand days of the rising Phoenix were coming to an
end and another sport was to take over the college. Perhaps it was the storm known as
the Great War that changed sports both at colleges and at the College. Certainly the
war made smaller, less dramatic changes at Oakland. The boys were drilled by an
officer at regular intervals. They carried dummy rifles and equipment, planning for
what might have become general mobilization. The faculty found itself teaching
tactics and logistic, code, navigation and trigonometry. With his remarkable
adaptability, Agnon launched into a couple of these courses. 
Many students went off to war, some did not come back, and numbers at the college
were reduced. Baseball suffered and football fared no better. But things were to
change.
96 In 1920, Oeschger pitched for the Braves. He completed 26 unrelieved innings. Then the
game ended in a forced tie and Joe went into the record books. 
97 The Oakland Tribune crowed that October: “Five boys from Saint Mary’s College....can
any other institution of learning in the whole wide world equal that record?”
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In December 1920 Edward P Madigan, a young fellow who had served under Rockne
at Notre Dame, was hired as athletic director. The year before James Smith, ‘10, a
contractor in the City, had taken two well-heeled alumni with him on a search. They
were dealing with the train wreck of a football season: Stanford took the SM boys out
41-0 and then Cal humiliated them 127-0 in Memorial Stadium. The trio were going
to find a real football coach. After a number of visits to universities in the east, they
met with Rockne and heard of a young halfback named Madigan. After an interview,
Smith decided he was the one for Saint Mary’s and offered to pay half his salary
privately. Upon finishing at South Bend, Madigan had taken a coaching job in
Portland and then came down to check out the Oakland offer. He and his wife spoke
with Br Urban Gregory, the Director. The deal was closed and a recent graduate98 took
the young couple to a grand breakfast across the street.
Madigan eventually found his real forte in coaching football and a new career was
opened. The sporting heart of the College, and perhaps of the country, was shifting
from the diamond to the gridiron. The powers at the College were younger men,
forming around Moraga Joe and not around Agnon. It was not he but Jim Smith who
traveled east looking for talent, it was not he but Gregory who interviewed and hired
the new coach. Brother Agnon was 63 years old and could be expected to slide into
retirement. Not quite.
Edward P Madigan was hired. For him this meant a full schedule of academic classes
and the hands-on operation of all the sports teams. Nonetheless the ball team won the
Intercollegiate Championship one more time that year. Madigan took the football
team back to Berkeley and redeemed their honor with a 14-13 win. This was the
occasion of a deception that worked. The coach sent “Bocci” Marcollo and another
player off the field, but only one came in. Marcollo knelt on one knee near the
sideline, looking injured. But he was legal and in the next play ran down the line to
catch a 40-yard pass for a uncontested touchdown.
Playing against the team sponsored by Owl Drug Company around 1921, the Phoenix
pitcher faced a man 2-0 at bat, bases loaded. The third pitch was a drive to left,
making it clear to all that it was all over. The shortstop leapt over and snagged the
ball, out No 1. While still in the air and without grabbing the ball with his hand he
shoveled it from his mitt to third. No 2! Then third got it back to second for No 3. The
runner at first had taken a long lead and mistook the hit for a grounder. The ball beat
him to first base for No 4. All four were forced. The fans went wild, knowing full
well it would live on only as a memory. Not exactly headed for the record books, such
a “quadruple” is a rare event.
98 The story of the Smith Tour and the results are from a rather self-serving recollection
written by Mr Tormey in 1984.
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In 1923, Carl Schnell went to Cincinnati while  “Stubby” Mack was taken by White
Sox for $50 000. The Phoenix could still turn them out, as sports writer George T
Davis points out the SF Bulletin, 1926:
What is there that draws baseball players to Saint Mary’s College with such
clock-like regularity? Is it coincidence that this Oakland institution has
claimed so many diamond stars for the past two-score years, or is there some
magnetic element?
Coincidence has explained many peculiarities of sport, but does not hold true
in this case. The underlying reason is the wonderful personality of Brother
Agnon, dean of athletics, and keen student of the national pastime for more
than forty years. It is the opportunity to take advantage of the tutelage of this
fine old man that has made Saint Mary’s the mecca for future greats for many
years.
The college may not compare in size with a majority of the universities
throughout the country, but when it comes to sending players to the major
leagues, it tops the list!
Earlier, Gene Cohn of the Oakland Tribune in 1923:
What Ohio has been to the White House, Saint Mary’s College is to baseball. 
Brother Agnon is a kindly man who believes that clean sports help to build
men and thus aid spiritual development. For years he has been the counselor to
boys whose ambitions led away from the sand lots toward the leagues. And he
knows ballplayers and baseball.
Had he not chosen to take the cloth, here might have been a spectacular
baseball figure, a master-scout. As dean of athletics at the college he does pick
them, and manages the team sometimes— and his selections speak for
themselves.
In spite of the growing presence of big-time football, the baseball boys continued as
best they could. In 1924, Madigan was coach and they won the Intercollegiate
Championship yet again. He also sent Al Meuter, catcher, on to the NY Giants. 
The IC was taken–nearly annually– by the Phoenix, again in 1925. Then the next year
the now grand old man, Agnon, was assigned the job of setting out the All-Star teams
in each of football, basketball and baseball. The baseball list is intriguing:
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FIRST TEAM SECOND TEAM
P E Lorrigan, ‘86 F Ferguson, ‘05
C H Simpson, ‘12 E Burns, ‘07
1 J Nunan, ‘87 L Guisto, ‘16
2 F Guigni, ‘12 E Hallinan, ‘07
SS B Harrington, ‘25 T Fitzsimmons, ‘11
3 B Wallace, ‘11 J Hamilton, ‘07
LF D Lewis, ‘04 J Pappa, ‘14
CF W Hanlon, ‘94 T Brandon, ‘17
RF H Hooper, ‘07 R Lynch, ‘11
The 1926 season was remarkable for a meeting of the Phoenix with the Philadelphia
Giants of the Coloured League. The College lost during a two-day series. In both
1927 and 1928, SMC was yet again the Intercollegiate Champion.
Meanwhile in the other half of Brother Agnon’s domain, football, the Saints beat Cal
26-7. Pat Frayne, sportswriter for the San Francisco Call was struck by the names
Bettencourt, Rooney, ORourke, OFarrell and, above all, Madigan. And out came the
line “the galloping Gaels and Gauls”. The french side was immediately lost and after
1926 it was the “Gaels”99. By the 1960s this name had been applied to all the other
teams, leaving the “Saints” and the Phoenix by the wayside. 
99 This choice by the College left her nearly helpless in finding a memorable mascot. To this
day no one is quite able to describe what a “gael” is.
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The old man
The Golden Jubilee of the college was celebrated in 1913, featuring a speech by
Agnon, “Former Generations”, filled with a great deal of alumni history. As he slowly
pulled back from his role as Dean of Athletics (as we shall see), he became at the
same time the Dean of the Alumni. He knew them all, and was the centrepiece at
gatherings. But so much was lost on 7 May 1918, when a second fire swept through
the Brickpile. In particular, the library was ruined by water. The embarrassed firemen
blamed the damage on reduced hose-pressure. Brother Urban Gregory, the Director,
announced: “Twice before we have been knocked down, but we have come up
smiling and we will meet this blow with renewed determination to go on!”
Characteristically, hearing the Phoenix reference, Brother Agnon rallied the troops
and began a campaign to raise money for rebuilding.
At his own golden anniversary as a
Brother on 22 May 1921, B was
honored in the most extraordinary
way. A solemn mass at 11.00 started
things. Msgr M D Connolly, ‘78,
celebrated with Edward J Doran, ‘79
as deacon100 and Edward T Mallon,
‘98 as subdeacon. The luncheon was
attended by 500. There followed, as
naturally as could be, a ball game,
umpired by US Attorney Frank
Silva, ‘98. The first pitch was left to
Agnon.
The banquet that evening was
impressive. Taking into account just
the grads from the legal profession, a
partial list is worth laying out:
100 Fr Doran and his sister Marie  in 1928 donated the elaborate reredos behind the altar in
the chapel at Moraga.
 96
San Francisco Federal Judge Maurice T Dooling, ‘80
San Francisco Superior Court Judges
Bernard Flood, ‘97
Frank J Murasky, ‘83
Louis F Ward, ‘95
Trinity County Superior Court Judge J W Bartlett, ‘84 
Nevada Judge F P Langdon, ‘82
San Francisco Judge T J Lennon, ‘85
Marin County Judge E I Butler, ‘00.
Monsignor Connolly, not much younger than Agnon, pointed out:
And God has been good to him. He has preserved his youth and made him
happy in doing good.
Toastmaster Frank Silva poured it on:
For a full half century the good man we honor here tonight, our beloved
Brother Agnon has developed the minds, strengthened the bodies and fortified
the souls of countless California boys. And as he moulded these boy to worthy
American citizens, he lived himself the model of the good he taught and
preached, the while remaining young in the companion-ship of his pupils.
We have indeed been fortunate in the friendship and the influence of Brother
Agnon on the threshold of our lives. Our education under his direction did not
overlook the spiritual equipment; man needs to make this world a better place
to live in. To have been trained in youth by Brother Agnon at Saint Mary’s is a
blessing I am sure we all appreciate.
Brother Agnon’s career as a Christian educator is unexcelled in the history of
our glorious California, the development of which has been stimulated by the
men of mark made fit in Saint Mary’s worship by our beloved jubilarian.
The old dramateur gave his answer at the end of dinner:
Fifty years of thanking God and fifty years of work have led up to this day;
how many years may follow, I know not, nor do I especially care; but they are
going to be, with God’s grace, days of work and days of thanksgiving.
At about this time, the man himself provided an accounting of his former students:
40 priests 1 governor
10 judges 210 public officers
125 bankers 500 attorneys and
75 physicians.
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The Alumni once again took up a collection on the spot and put B on the train east for
a four-month holiday. On the way, he met with the Who’s Who of his sport: John
Muggsy McGraw, manager of the NY Giants; Ban Johnson, legendary founder of the
American League; Charles Comisky, the controversial owner of the White Sox;
Connie Mack; Ty Cobb; Tris Speaker; Pat Moran, catcher for the Phillies; and Judge
Landis, Commissioner.
An odd memorial remains in San Francisco. In 1862 the Archbishop of San Francisco
had built the College on Mission Road. The property was part of a large tract owned
by the archdiocese. After 1889 when the Brothers moved the college to Oakland, the
buildings were left to decay and the property turned over to truck farmers. In 1924,
with the growth of the City south of the Mission District, this site become quite
attractive to developers. Plans were drawn up, lots subdivided and put up for sale. It
was Saint Mary’s Park and the architects laid it out in the shape of a bell, a tribute to
the old college herself. Justin Drive, Genebern Way and Agnon Avenue were part of
the design101. Justin, the first Director; Genebern, long time treasurer and college
fixture; and, of course, Agnon. 
The Brickpile on Broadway was beginning to show its age, the effects of two
devastating fires, the encroachment of the growing city and a lack of space for sports.
All of the Brothers joined the alumni and friends for a groundbreaking at Moraga on
15 May 1927. This move to take the college out into Contra Costa County, to lots of
fresh air and lots of room, had been put together by Brother Zeticus Joseph, one-time
baseball manager at the college, mentored by B, and now in charge of the Brothers on
the west coast. In fact, the energy Joseph expended in making it happen led everyone
to call him “Moraga Joe”. The cornerstone102 was laid the following year on 5 August.
Both events were attended by the now aging Brother Agnon. 
An enduring legend with more than a smack of credibility is that one weekend
morning in 1927 Agnon decided to walk from the Brickpile to Moraga in order to
view the construction under way. Such a walk would perhaps have led him up
Broadway over the hill to Orinda and then on several miles to the new campus. The
truly remarkable feat was said to have been compounded: after his inspection he
walked back to the college in the afternoon. 
In a nostalgic celebration on 19 February, Old Boys arrived at the Oakland campus for
a farewell. They had to have B show up to give the grand tour of what would shortly
101 The clapper of the “bell” is College Avenue. Saint John the Evangelist Parish is now on
Saint Mary’s Avenue nearby, while Alemany Boulevard runs just south of the site.
102 In 1928 Agnon was able to retrieve the cornerstone from the Oakland campus before it
was tossed out. He had it brought to Moraga where it sat in a corner of the garden for
generations.
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become used car lots. They visited each room and many a covered tear was shed. By
June, with the last classes, the old buildings were closed and shuttered.
The move out to Moraga from Broadway during the summer of 1928 must have
reminded the old fellow of that earlier move in the summer of 1889. But gone were
the wagons and ferries, replaced by cars and vans. Very, very little aside from B
himself had made both trips.
As he went into his seventies at Moraga, Agnon continued to teach, but confined
himself to classes on public speaking. His flamboyance and dramatic sense were his
trademark. Once a young Brother found trouble with a lisp, a nearly fatal flaw for a
teacher of boys, and had ended up squeezing the words between his teeth. He
approached the master for instruction. Agnon pronounced, “Very well! Open your
mouth! Open your mouth! Open your mouth! That’s the first lesson!”.
Habits formed long ago in his youth were kept. He was known for arriving early to
class to clear the blackboard and arrange the classroom. He was meticulous and
thorough, with no use for mediocrity and excuses.
Father Bowling, College chaplain, made a telling point about the man:
Some once remarked that Brother Agnon was the proverbial safety-valve
whom the Lord seems always to send to every community. Thunder clouds
might gather, lightning might threaten to strike, tension might near the
explosion point in any group, but if at that moment appeared the genial
Brother Agnon, the day was saved and peace was kept in a glorious Agnonian
rally.
Another reference to his role in the community of Brothers:
And then there were the certain travers of his make-up that could be blamed
more on candor than malice which gave free rein to pleasantries against him
and to which he could not object because they put him in the center of
conversation.103
On his 75th birthday, Brother joined Bishop Robert J Armstrong of Sacramento to
visit his hometown, Grass Valley. There was a mass and reception for the famous
guests. Then on the 4th of July he made his last visit to the town he had left as an
orphan boy all those years ago.
103 Necrological Notices No 152, 1934.
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An older Agnon is recalled by alumnus William Cagney, ‘33. Agnon was a taker of
snuff because smoking was forbidden the Brothers. Between classes he was known to
slip away and take a shot or two. The students, knowing this, would waylay him after
the lecture and ask just enough questions to prevent his indulging this little vice. He
would be forced to rush off to the next class unfortified.
When his own creation, The Collegian, interviewed Brother Agnon at 76, he quipped:
Boys of twenty years ago were a little more intellectual than the current group.
Of course, college education was confined more to intellectual pursuits in
those days. There are too many distractions today; too many dances, theatres
and pleasure trips.
(But) the present generation have a much broader knowledge. They read more,
get around much faster and are not likely to be fooled by shams.
Teaching is the most important factor in shaping a student’s destiny. Good
teachers can make an otherwise boresome course worthwhile and by their very
interest often inspire good work. An unqualified or incapable instructor has
just the opposite effect, and more often than not kills the germ of interest in
even the most serious student.
Baseball is the only thing associated with the college that is found
unimproved! As a former coach, I am disappointed in the decline of recent
years.
His devotion to the alumni, his boys, induced when he first arrived at the college as a
teenager, continued into old-age. The Free Press of San Francisco has an account of
an interview during a reception interrupted when Dan Troy, ‘74, came along to chat
with his first college teacher. Suddenly Agnon cried out to another, “Yes, yes, your
name is Murray, class of ‘92". “Correct”, said the man, “how did you remember me
all those years?”.
Even in the thirties with baseball in decline, the College was sending its boys off to
the pros: Joe Demaree104, ‘32, Les Scarsella, Joe Marty, Icehouse Wilson, ‘34 and Bill
Fleming. B kept his eye on these men and no doubt maintained a proprietary interest
in their careers.
Bob McAndrews, ‘32, in 1983 recalled B as he was in his decline, no longer the toast
of the College: 
104 Joseph Franklin Demaree ended up playing for Chicago, Saint Louis and Boston, but he
was on the LA Angels in 1934 for their 137-50 season.
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Beloved Brother Agnon was our lower division speech instructor. He had been
a baseball catcher105, and his fingers were gnarled and bent. When he lined us
up against the wall to practice gestures as he demonstrated them, naturally we
twisted our fingers in exact replication.
But nevertheless B was known to pillory attorneys, former students of his, fresh off a
great trial in San Francisco, for mispronunciation of a simple word. In the same way
he continued to give advice to his former baseballers who had gone on to many
successful years in the majors. 
One remarkable aspect of this man’s career is what is missing from the story. No, he
had no college degree, no doctorate. Nor was he a famous scholar. But, more notable,
among the Brothers he was singularly unrecognized. He never was chosen as
Director, while his friends and colleagues went on to higher positions: Brothers
Benezet, Lucius, Black Leo, Vantasian, Moraga Joe, Urban Gregory. He never was a
principal or president. He never served on the Board of Trustees, of either the college
or of the Brothers. A small slip of paper is in his file, dated 1 August 1919, his
appointment as lowly Sub-director in the college community; at the age of 61, B was
hardly being moved up the ladder. Rather this was a cynosure, a nod to a senior
Brother, and a position of no importance whatsoever.
What explains this odd business? Perhaps a facetiousness, a lack of gravity and
discretion, perceived by those in authority. He was not serious enough. Agnon may
have lacked the ambition to take on such tedious posts, shuffling papers and solving
thorny financial problems. Far rather he was to forsake the office and meetings,
spending his time on the field and in the classroom. Even as his friends took higher
and higher positions and were able to make appointments and offer preferment, we do
not see him taking advantage. The highest position he reached was “dean of
athletics”, what today would be called the “AD”, and it clearly was not to head a
bureaucracy but instead to oversee coaches and boys out on the field.
When asked for the secret of his longevity, he gave up a gem:
A clear conscience and regular hours!
Here is an echo of those novitiate lessons learned long ago from old Pirmian. The
notion of “regularity” is fundamental to the life of a monk, and of a Brother in
particular. The Common Rule of the Brothers demands they rise at 4.30 am for an
hour of prayers and mass, with several more gatherings in the chapel spread over the
day. They take their three meals in common and in silence, while listening to a public
105 This is a rare reference to B’s own athletic experience. It may be true or it may be the
elaborations of old age.
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reading. There are few moments of leisure in such a day of teaching, coaching,
advising and correcting papers. It is recorded that B did not miss a day of class
between 1877 and 1934.
Nevertheless, the man we have met is hardly an automaton, with fixed rules and
inflexible habits. His old friend the eloquent Brother Black Leo was later to
memorialize:
He is destined to live yet longer. You may be very sure that coming
generations of students, men who never knew him personally will quote his
utterances and be guided by his precepts. His warm human feeling, his
unquestioning dedication to the things of God, his sterling and dynamic




In the fall of 1934, we find B at Moraga, now 76, still teaching a class or two in “oral
expression”. He remained the most recognizable figure on campus, although others
now claimed the spotlight: his old friend Black Leo, “Slip” Madigan and James
Hagerty, among others. But Agnon’s appearances at alumni banquets and in locker
rooms before games continued. 
The younger Brothers held the senior statesman in some awe by: born before the Civil
War, raised in the gold country of the Sierra, educated under all the pioneers who had
brought the Brothers to California, the most successful coach in the history of
baseball, the overwhelmingly enthusiastic sports fan, the founder of the Collegian, the
founder of the Athletic Association, a professor serving on all three campuses, and the
institutional memory of them all.
We turn now to an account of the 16th of November, given by Brother Josephus in
1959:
It seems ironic that this great man slackened at the end of 76 years (64 with
the Brothers). He had been a little indisposed so Brother Udgerian Albert,
President, told him to visit his nephew (McNeil of the Los Angeles Examiner),
a noted Los Angeles attorney and then attend the UCLA-Gael game at the
Coliseum on Saturday (6-0, UCLA). Agnon did not go to the game nor to the
gathering of the alumni at the Biltmore Hotel. He came home Tuesday and
seemed to be up to par again.
He had just held his last class on (the following) Friday morning when I came
into the Reading Room and Agnon was laughing. I asked for the cause of the
loud smile. He had just held a class in Dante 201 for upper classmen. It seems
that three freshmen sneaked into the class and planted themselves at the rear
of the room. In checking the attendance he spied the stowaways, asked them
what brought them to this class. One of them said, “We liked to hear you
talk”. And he said, “All right come up here and sit in these seats, first row”.
He went from the Reading Room of the SMC community to the Co-op. He
took an ice cream soda and had a convulsion. The nurse came and Louis
Giusto and Edward “Slip” Madigan gave Agnon his first stretcher ride to the
Infirmary. The doctor came and advised rest.
Saturday, Brother Vantasian went up to see how he was. Agnon gave some of
his usual quips and the pals of many years smiled it off. Van left. Shortly after,
there was a sudden change and the nurse, Elizabeth Bond, summoned the
Brothers–one of the lights of St Mary’s had flickered out.
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His demise was a shocker to St Mary’s followers for all had come to look upon him
as everlasting. Strange that the day following his death, St Mary’s and the Santa Clara
Broncos played to their biggest crowd (62 000) in Kezar Stadium in a drenching rain.
A few identifications are useful. The Reading Room was a small library at the
entrance to Fenlon Hall in the Brothers House. Here the sports pages of the newpaper
were to be found. The Co-op was located on the ground floor of De La Salle Hall,
including a bookstore, a shop for notions and a snack shop, all under the supervision
of Lou Giusto. Lou had been through a chemical attack during the Great War in
Europe. His lungs were damaged and a great athlete was side-lined. After holding a
few coaching jobs he returned to the College and carried the baseball team. He helped
in every way to reestablish the game of baseball at Moraga in the early fifties. To
support himself he ran the student Co-op. Today the field is named for him as is the
Café Louis. 
The Infirmary at Moraga was located above the refectory behind Oliver Hall and
adjacent to the chapel. The nurse on staff was located there most of the time. Last but
not least is the reference to the Sunday game against Santa Clara. This event was to be
known as the Battle of Lake Kezar. Drenching rain, yes, and “pitchforks and hoe-
handles”—it poured! The enormous crowd came from as far away as Santa Rosa,
Sacramento and San Jose. The Gaels won 7-0. After his death, the pockets of B were
found to contain nothing more than a single ticket, one to this game.
There are several published accounts, one from the Necrological Notices No 152 of
the Brothers:
In his seventies, dear Brother Agnon Francis, having less work and attention,
hated to grow old, and tried to carry on hopefully, but he was suddenly struck
by a weakened heart and cut down before organizing the récréation of the
students at a match, Little Big Game. It would not be long before the Last
Sacraments could be given to him, and he was soon on his way to eternity
rather than to a game. The Rev Benj F Bowling, CSP, could only give
conditional absolution.
The word went out from Moraga that Saturday morning. Several versions of the story
use the words “shock” and “shocking”. Headlines in many metropolitan papers
carried the news. In particular, the Jacksonville Journal in far-off Florida: “The
passing of Brother Agnon ends one of the most remarkable athletic careers of a man
who never was a competing athlete; of a creator of an astounding list of major-league
ball players, who himself never played even semi-professional ball!”
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Memories fade and people report what strikes them most forcefully. Another and
more pious account for the older alumni, given in 1953 by the professor of art,
Brother Fidelis Cornelius106, appears in the Brickpile Seniors Newsletter:
Though up in his seventies, Brother Agnon still taught a few courses. He felt
the burden of course but did the work with the same conscientious care as
ever. The maxim “I want to die in the harness” appealed to him. Only a few
days before he died he entered his speech class and seeing there two students
who did not belong, he asked brusquely, “What do you want here?”. They
replied, “Brother, we would like to hear you declaim”. “You would like to
hear me declaim?” he said. “You are welcome–here, take these places”. And
he assigned them places of honor in the first row.
Brother Agnon did indeed die in the harness. He was in the Co-op among the
athletes and other students interesting himself in their affairs as was his daily
habit, when he was suddenly seized with intense pains in the stomach, became
unconscious, and he was reeling from the stool on which he was sitting, when
George Godeck, a student, noticed it and caught him in his arms. Louis Guisto
and George then carried Brother into the nearby lounge and from there he was
taken on a stretcher to the infirmary. 
He did not believe that anything serious was the matter with him and when
approached by Father Ribeyron and asked whether he wished to go to
confession, he said, “Why go to confession?”. Rapidly he became better and
more and more gay and expected to leave the infirmary in a day or so.
Next morning he was talking cheerfully when suddenly had another attack so
severe that his heart failed and he died in a few minutes even before the doctor
could arrive. The chaplain was called but arrived hardly in time to give
Brother conditional absolution. It is of course to be regretted that the precious
and consoling blessings of final confession, extreme unction and the Holy
Viaticum did not come to Brother. But on the other hand, God’s ways are not
our ways. When Brother had recovered so well from his first attack, no one,
least of all himself, thought there was danger of death, and he had neither the
obligation nor the privilege of receiving the last sacraments. Yet how many a
person... would have wished that his life had been as noble and his death as
blessed as were Brother Agnon’s.
The news of his sudden departure from this world was a shock of surprise to
all Brothers, students, alumni and his many other friends.
106 In their usual way, students in 1912 called Cornelius the “Little Saint”.
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The college’s resident philosopher and a former student, James Leo Hagerty, ‘19, had
his say:
Mere words are incapable of revealing the spirit of Brother Agnon, that rare
gift which made him [loved] to thousands of Saint Mary’s College men, that
simple charm of soul that made him loved by all who knew him, that
unchanging good nature that made a legend of him even in his day, that joy of
life whereby he was saved from ever growing old, that true Christian
Brotherhood that made him to so many of us a zealous teacher and a life-long
friend. But Brother Agnon’s spirit is living still, for he has left a living
monument. Our beloved teacher, colleague, friend is still with us. Si
monumentum requiris, circumspice!
Our man left this world on Saturday, 17th November, the feast day of Saint Agnon,
Bishop of Orleans, Scourge of the Huns.
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Epilogue.
Graduate Will Stevens, ‘32, of the Chronicle, wrote a poem upon his old teacher’s
death.
He Who Kept the Trust
Old Warrior, whose sturdy heart sings clear
The strange old songs of long ago,
Guardian of the Decades, whose destiny
Sought the truth of ages here to sow.
Agnon, who rose above your very name,
Whose vision ever sought the sky,
What countless sons you knew in youth,
To watch them live, and laugh, and die.
What thousands found your mellow truth!
Though each would seek a greener field,
Yet only you, Old Friend, lived on
To honor each upon his shield.
What joy you knew, and then what grief,
As each pursued that phantom, fame;
The fools–the great–you knew them all:
The blackened soul–the pure white flame!
Languorous scholars, lost among the stars,
Roaring sons who won the day with brawn;
One by one each stormed the lofty heights,
And fell, while only you lived on.
Some have died beside the flick’ring candle,
At peace with God, nor fearing hell,
And some have died in Flanders Fields,
Their sacrament a whining shell.
Some have died in marble Senate Halls,
And all the world has mourned the day;
And on in Sing Sing paid the price
When dawn had turned to sickly gray.
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To storied corners of the earth,
Each casts his fate to see it sealed,
And be it poverty or wealth,
Comes journey’s end, and each must yield.
You loved each one, and each loved you;
Long after this young hand is dust,
Sons, unborn will find your legend:--
AGNON, HE WHO KEPT THE TRUST!
Certainly we may hear something more than the formal obsequies in this piece. The
words have a certain ring of authenticity, even conviction. The personality of our man
is hard to pin down, but Stevens is trying to be clear about it.
An extraordinary echo is found among the manuscripts we have. This poem by Agnon
is addressed to another Will, in 1897107, and perhaps gives some indication of the
feelings the later Will expresses in 1934.
Birthday Verses
I
Full twenty years thank God you’ve lived,
Full nineteen years plus one;— 
How short the longest life appears
When nearly spent and gone!
II
Blest you have been with lively Faith
With ardent Hope and Love,— 
The theologic virtues bright
Descending from above.
III
May God these virtues still augment,
His blessings multiply;
And inundate your soul with grace
Until the day you die.
107 There were perhaps a dozen students named “William” at the college at the time.
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IV
Ne’er may the scene you loved depart
From out your well-stored mind,— 
For future years shall oft reflect
St. Mary’s—left behind.
V
Yet such the tenor of our life
From youth to manhood’s age
We lose the fondest friend we love,
Which grief can ne’er assuage.
VI
Let memory then, with gladsome wing
Still haunt this classic spot,
And though a thousand cares beguile
You ne’er shall be forgot.
VII
Fixed as are the glittering stars,
That scintillate above,
So firm the image in my heart
Of him I fondly love.
VIII
May health and peace and joy serene
And heaven’s holy light
Be thine, and may you never know 
The gloom of sin’s dark night.
IX
Live on, dear Will, for many years— 
To you may God impart
True light to know, good will to love
And imitate His Heart.
X
Now, one request of you I ask
On this your natal day,
That for your former teacher you’ll
A fervent Ave say.
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XI
And when this weary life is o’er,
Our pilgrimage is done
May God behold in you, dear friend,
The image of His Son.
XII
When hoary Time shall close thy hours
By God all wisely given,
May He, my fondest friend, endow
With endless joys in heaven.
St Mary’s, Nov 12th ‘97.
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College Baseball Players,1878-1933
at SMC-- in MLB- --------- pro stats---
Player Nickname from to from to G AB R H HR BA
Eldridge Jeremiah Dennis Jerry Denny 1878 1879 1881 1894 12374946 714 1286 74 0.260
Morris Edward Cannonball 1881 1883 1884 1890 317 1113 100 179 1 0.161
ODay Henry Francis Hank 1881 1883 1884 1890 232 817 76 155 1 0.19
Carroll Frederick Herbert Fred 1883 1883 1884 1891 754 2892 546 820 27 0.284
Fogarty James G Jim 1883 1883 1884 1890 751 2880 508 709 20 0.246
McElroy  James D Jim 1881 1884 1884 1884 15 50 3 7 0 0.14
Geggus  Charles Frederick Charlie 1881 1884 1884 1884 44 154 14 38 0 0.247
Corbett Joseph A Joe 1890 1893 1895 1904 72 230 32 54 0 0.235
McHale  James Bernard Jim 1894 1899 1908 1908 21 67 9 15 0 0.224
Hanlon William Joseph Big Bill 1895 1902 1903 1903 8 21 4 2 0 095
Westerberg Oscar William Oscar 1901 1907 1907 1907 2 6 0 2 0 0.333
Hooper Harry Bartholomew Hoop 1904 1907 1909 1925 23098785 1429 2466 75 0.281
Hallinan Edward S Ed 1904 1907 1911 1912 81 255 24 54 0 0.212
Krause Harry William Hal 1905 1907 1908 1912 85 185 18 36 0 0.195
Enwright Charles Massey Charlie 1905 1908 1909 1909 3 7 1 1 0 0.143
Lewis  George Edward Duffy 1907 1909 1910 1921 14595351 612 1518 38 0.284
Leonard  Elmer Ellsworth Tiny 1909 1911 1911 1911 5 7 3 2 0 0.286
Wilkinson  Edward Henry Ed 1908 1911 1911 1911 10 13 2 3 0 0.231
James  William Lawrence Seattle Bill 1911 1912 1913 1919 88 199 18 46 0 0.231
Burns  Edward James Ed 1903 1912 1912 1918 321 796 48 183 0 0.23
Leonard  Hubert Benjamin Dutch 1912 1912 1913 1925 331 715 47 124 0 0.173
Glavenich  Luke Frank Luke 1912 1912 1913 1913 1 0 0 0 0 0
Fitzsimmons  Thomas Wm Tom 1909 1913 1919 1919 4 4 1 0 0 0
Oeschger  Joseph Carl Joe 1911 1913 1914 1925 366 599 34 99 0 0.165
Mails  John Walter Duster 1913 1915 1915 1926 104 165 14 22 0 0.133
Guisto  Louis Joseph Lou 1914 1916 1916 1923 156 449 35 88 0 0.196
Cunningham  William A Bill 1913 1917 1921 1924 318 945 113 270 9 0.286
Fonseca  Lewis Albert Lew 1918 1919 1921 1933 937 3404 518 1075 31 0.316
Schnell Karl Otto Karl 1918 1921 1922 1923 11 4 1 1 0 0.25
Wirts  Elwood Vernon Kettle 1916 1921 1921 1924 49 86 9 14 1 0.163
Doran  William James Bill 1917 1922 1922 1922 3 2 0 1 0 0.5
Mack  Francis George Stubby 1919 1922 1922 1925 27 21 2 4 0 0.19
Ludolph  William Francis Wee Willie 1919 1923 1924 1924 3 1 0 0 0 0
Harrington  Andrew Matthew Andy 1922 1924 1925 1925 1 1 0 0 0 0
Scott  Floyd John Pete 1917 1925 1926 1928 208 522 95 158 8 0.303
Dondero  Leonard Peter Mike 1922 1928 1929 1929 19 31 2 6 1 0.194
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Bettencourt  Lawrence J Larry 1923 1928 1928 1932 168 395 61 102 8 0.258
Demaree  Joseph Franklin Frank 1929 1932 1932 1944 11554144 578 1241 72 0.299
Marty  Joseph Anton Joe 1932 1933 1937 1941 538 1832 223 478 44 0.261
Scarsella  Leslie George Les 1933 1933 1935 1940 265 898 109 255 6 0.284
Wilson  George Peacock Icehouse 1931 1934 1934 1934 1 1 0 0 0 0
Fleming  Leslie Fetchard Bill 1933 1935 1940 1946 124 125 8 13 0 0.104
Jorgensen  Carl Pinky 1933 1937 1937 1937 6 14 1 4 0 0.286
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Literature.
This essay makes no pretense to scholarship. Primary sources were seldom
dug out, interviews not held and only a few clippings shuffled through. Rather,
this is a collection of available secondary bits and pieces, lifted from
everywhere, shamelessly and generally without attribution.
The biographical heart of the entire undertaking is The History of Brother
Agnon. SMC, 1935, a remarkable senior essay of 64 typescript pages,
submitted by Frank McSweeney for graduation. There is a single entry under
“bibliography”, citing only the “nineteen scrapbooks, dating from 1894 to
1934, compiled by Brother Agnon”. Few other researchers have waded
through this massive collection.
One of those researchers was J Randall Andrada, ‘73, who spent the year after
his own graduation, rooting through them. He then wrote the definitive They
Did It Every Time, on football at Saint Mary’s.
Br Alfred, former archivist of the college, put out a great amount of data along
with lists and rosters of Brothers in the volumes of Archive Echoes. The
chronological list in the Book of Brothers gives a brief biography of each man
who was given the robe, beginning with No 1 in 1869. Furthermore, several
volumes of Alumni Autobiographies gathered solicited submissions from
graduates, many of them former athletes.
In 1959 Br Victor Josephus, retired at Moraga, wrote Deceased Brothers,
personal recollections of four-dozen crucial figures in the history of the
District of San Francisco.
A long essay “Brother Agnon” by Brother F Cornelius appears in the July
1953 number of The Brickpile Senior Newsletter.
In particular, thanks to Paul J Zingg, once dean of humanities at Saint Mary’s
and later president at Chico State University. His article “The Phoenix at
Fenway”, a masterful look at the number and significance of college men
going into the major leagues during the nineteenth century, appeared in the J
Sports History, vol 17.1 in the spring of 1990. He followed up with Harry
Hooper: An American Baseball Life (Urbana, 1993).
Kevin Nelson with his The Golden Game: the Story of California Baseball
(Berkeley, 2004) adds a great deal of detail and colour. He gives a chapter to
college ballplayers and to Brother Agnon in particular.
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Great encouragement and assistance came from Linda Wobbe, archivist and
librarian at Moraga and from Andrea Miller, archivist at Mont La Salle, Napa.
Personal files, such as they are, of Brother Agnon are found in both locations. 
Br Richard, librarian at the college, is an encyclopaedia of ancient baseball
and helped a great deal.
Finally, the elephant folios of clippings reside to this day in the college
archives. These were of such importance a news article in the winter of 1934
headlines: “Brother Vantasian Now Has Care of Scrap Books. Brother
Agnon’s Scrapbook (sic) will continue to live as a memento to the beloved
educator. Brother Vantasian, assistant postmaster, has volunteered to keep the
famous book going. It was started by Brother Agnon in 1894.”
_______________________________________
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If it be selfishness to work on the job one likes, because one likes it and for no
other end, let us accept the odium. I had rather live forever in a company of
Don Quixotes, than among a set of angels professing to be solely moved to the
betterment of one another. A community of creatures engaged primarily in
serving one another, except for the joy of meddling in one another’s business,
appears, to me at least, so dreary and so empty, that I would have no part or
parcel in their pallid enterprises. Let us then, if one insist on candor, do our
jobs for ourselves; we are in no danger of disserving the State.
Judge Learned Hand, The Spirit of Liberty 
William J Gaynor
94th Mayor of New York City
Born 2 February 1849
Mayor 1 January 1910 
to 10 September 1913
Died 10 September 1913
at sea
What makes Gaynor worth
remembering and knowing is not what
he did, but what he was. Studying the
man may just lead us to reflect on the nature of government and its rightful
role, the duty of public officials, and the responsibilities of private citizens.
The temptation, when writing about Gaynor, is to dwell on his dynamic
personality, his colorful speech and writing. He was an effective
extemporaneous speaker and letter writer par excellence. He never found it
necessary to hire a “ghost”. Such habits as walking the five miles from his
home in Brooklyn to City Hall each day marked him as somebody distinctly
different from the run-of-the-mill public official. Such practices as quoting





Gaynor was born on 2 February 1849 in Oriskany.
The villages of Oriskany and Whitesboro are parts of Whitestown, in central
New York State, on the road to Rochester; a few miles east is the town of
Utica.
The Gaynor farm was in a rural neighborhood nicknamed Skeeterboro. The father
Keiron Gaynor, a devout Irish Catholic, and the mother Elizabeth had the child
baptized William James (later changed to William Jay). Growing up on the farm with
his brother, Thomas, young William developed an interest in wandering the
countryside, exploring nature and trying to figure out why things were the way they
were. He also became a proficient fisherman. This was a rather solitary lad, seldom
involved with others in the activities of small-town boys. He was withdrawn, not
sullen but thoughtful and studious, traits which his father encouraged. As he appeared
to be on the clumsy side when it came to farmwork, Tom usually took on the heavier
chores. William certainly was known for his pranks and high spirit, so one may be
forgiven for suspecting a certain feigned incompetence. 
He first attended the local public school, then was sent to the non-clerical Whitestown
Seminary. He quickly acquired a reputation as a student. On Sundays the Gaynor
family would drive to Utica to attend mass at St John's Church on Bleecker Street. As
William entered his teenage years, he showed a religious inclination that led his
parents to think that he might have a vocation to religious life. Both to test this
suspicion and for financial reasons, he was enrolled in the Assumption Academy in
Utica. This was staffed by the Brothers of the Christian Schools, who had recently
come to the United States through Canada from France in 1848. 
In 1854, Francis McFarland, pastor of St John’s, later the third bishop of
Hartford, built his school and invited the Brothers to come and to take over.
On 15 August they arrived and thus the school was named Assumption
Academy. Brothers Fredlemid (later assigned to San Francisco), Cusnian and
Habucuc (Director) opened to 300 boys on 1 September. Faced with problems
over the Latin Question, in 1916 the school was finally and regretfully
abandoned by the Brothers.
For some time, due to the antiquity of the school’s establishment and the odd
name of the first principal, Brothers describing a long past event would say it
occurred “the year Habucuc went to Utica”.
William flourished in that school, and soon decided that he did indeed wish to
become a member of the religious congregation known as the Brothers of the
Christian Schools. 
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This group of laymen dedicated to teaching had been founded in Rheims in
1680 by a french priest, John-Baptist de la Salle. They were devoted to
instructing poor boys who would otherwise be illiterate, unemployed or forced
to take on menial jobs when they became teenagers. The students were also to
be instructed in the articles of faith and to be habituated to the sacraments.
This was all done gratis. The congregation, approved by the Holy See in 1724,
spread throughout the world and arrived at Quebec in the early nineteenth
century.
The decision to leave the Gaynor family and join the Brothers may have been
encouraged by Brother Justin, an imposing Irishman (see Appendix) who had been
assigned to supervise the school in Utica. On the other hand, the War between the
States had exploded in April 1861; while his brother Tom went off to the Union
Army, William found instead a quiet retreat.
Perhaps another and parallel decision was influential. Patrick Francis Mullany
was also a student at Assumption Academy in 1859. An irish immigrant from
central New York State, his and Gaynor’s early life ran together. Patrick
decided to join the Brothers; in 1862 he was admitted to the novitiate in New
York and given the name Azarias of the Cross. He was there when Gaynor
arrived in 1863. The very talented Azarias went on to become a scholar, expert
in mathematics, literature and philosophy, and studied in Paris and London.
He served as lecturer and then as president at the Brothers’ college in New
York. Widely respected and a tireless author of articles and books, he always
remained a devoted teacher. He died in 1893.
In December 1863, Gaynor went to New York City to enter the novitiate of the
congregation at 44 East 2nd Street. At admission he gave the date of birth as 2
February 1848, thus he claimed to be fifteen and not fourteen at reception. After a
short period of orientation, he was given the habit of the Institute and a name:
Brother Adrian Denys. His experience as a novice left him with a taste for serious
studies and reading. As well as the usual history, philosophy and the Church Fathers
suggested by the Brothers, he grew attached to the Stoics, particularly Epictetus,
Cicero and Cato; to Don Quixote, which he ranked second only to the Bible; and to
the autobiographies of Benvenuto Cellini and Benjamin Franklin (a lifetime favorite
that resonated with his own thinking—the book was to be his lifelong companion).
He spent the next four years, as the Civil War came to an end, both in training and
later practice-teaching in parish schools. In the summer of 1865 he pronounced annual
vows. In short order he was assigned to Saint Louis. The long trip must have been
difficult: the Civil War was just ending. Refugees and veterans were moving in all
directions.
The first Brothers arrived in Saint Louis in 1849, the year Gaynor was born.
They opened a number of schools, elementary and secondary. They had
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thousands of students by 1865 and a novitiate was opened in 1866. It is
unknown where and at what the young Brother worked. In the summer of
1867, he pronounced a third set of annual vows, his last formal tie to the
Brothers.
Far to the west in San Francisco, Joseph Sadoc Alemany had been named the first
archbishop in 1853. He was to establish the church from scratch in that remote part of
the expanding United States. He was painfully aware of the many Catholic men who
had poured into California at the Gold Rush. By 1860 many had settled and begun to
raise families, and they looked for Catholic schools for their children. The archbishop
imported groups of Sisters to open grammar schools, but above all Alemany wanted a
college. He raised money, bought land and started to beg for staff for what would
become Saint Mary’s College. After several failures in recruiting, he requested and
then demanded the services of the Christian Brothers. Only after a direct intervention
from Pius ix did the superiors in Paris respond to his request in 1862. 
On 10 March of the next year, Fr James Croke, the Vicar-General in San
Francisco, boarded the Constitution for Panama. Several days later the San
Francisco Monitor remarked he had taken a trip to Europe “for his health”.
Not quite: instead, during April, he was in New York negotiating with the
local superiors of the Christian Brothers about bringing a group to San
Francisco. The conference in New York was held on 13 April. Br Patrick, the
Visitor of the United States, under direct orders from Rome and Paris,
promised Fr Croke, accompanied by Fr William Quinn of New York, that the
Brothers would take over Saint Mary’s College in San Francisco. In return,
Patrick got $800 to transport the Brothers west. From all of this it seems that
Croke was not quite as ill as he let on. This deal appears to have been done
rather discreetly. 
A major misunderstanding came out of this meeting: neither side was clear on
the title to the College, nor on any rent to be paid for use. The Brothers viewed
the College as a source of income to help establish the their work in the West,
while the archdiocese was hoping that the College would bring funds into its
coffers. The ownership of all church property by the bishop was one of the
painful points. Over the next twenty years this misunderstanding was to make
working at Saint Mary’s College that much more difficult for the Brothers.
The trek west sometimes might have seemed to them less heroic and perhaps
foolish.
The very capable Brother Justin, Director at Calvert Hall, Baltimore, since 1866, was
assigned to collect seven volunteers for California. Extraordinarily, young Gaynor had
been recalled from Missouri and sent to Calvert Hall in early 1868. During his time at
Assumption Academy in Utica the promising lad had probably been adopted by
Justin, and he was indeed included in the rather outstanding delegation. They sailed
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for San Francisco on 16 July aboard the SS Ocean Queen, made the difficult traverse
of the isthmus (long before any canal) to the Pacific to meet the Montana headed for
California. There was of course no chaplain, so Justin held services for the
passengers. Twenty-five days out of New York, the small group of Brothers sailed
through the Golden Gate. The grateful archbishop noted simply: “a nice colony of
Christian Brothers arrived to aid in giving a Christian education to our numerous
boys”.
Along the way young Adrian Denys had lost his belief in the mission and decided to
abandon the Brothers’ life. Spending a month at sea with men like Brothers Justin
(only 36), Gustavus of Mary (36) and Cianan (35) must have been trying for a bright
but confused young man with strong opinions and ambitions. These men were also
bright, capable figures and were to become remarkable leaders in education. Gaynor
had pronounced only temporary religious vows and they expired in July 1868, thus
there was no canonical impediment to his departure.
One source claims the disillusioned Benjamin may have disembarked at San
Pedro, but with no easy way east from the completely undeveloped Los
Angeles area, a return to New York would have been nearly impossible. More
likely he arrived in San Francisco and after seeing the rather spartan
conditions faced by the Brothers he decamped. On 11 August 1868, the day
after the arrival of the Brothers at San Francisco, the Daily Alta California
reported on the front page that nine men had arrived on the Montana. The list
included “Adrian”.
Today there is no clear record of his departure. One second-hand report
suggests that Justin had taken the very young fellow west to steady a shaky
grip on his resolve to remain a Brother. There is nothing to suggest hard
feelings on either side. One bit of gossip concerning his departure was entered
anonymously into his personnel file: “A protestant woman was supposed to be
the cause...”. Years later Gaynor himself, in a rare admission, remarked, “I
was stranded in San Francisco when I was eighteen and I can tell you, I had a
hard time of it.” Again, he seems to have misreported his age.
In 1868, the way home to New York from the Pacific Coast was enormously
intimidating. The steamer route back through Panama ran about $100, a princely sum
probably not available to Brother Justin for funding the sudden flight. There was no
railroad (the transcontinental Central Pacific-Union Pacific route was not completed
for another year) but he may gone by way of the partially completed line to Omaha




Improbably, the now lay Gaynor made his way back home to Utica, arriving late that
same year. Gaynor’s father, clearly more than an impoverished Irish farmer, was an
out-spoken abolitionist and worked on the Underground Railway. Kieron had moved
the family to Utica and worked there as a machinist. He welcomed back the pilgrim,
suggesting to us that the change of plans in California had been accomplished without
any friction. Kieron then helped him to secure a position with the law firm of Horatio
and John Seymour in Utica, so he might learn enough to go to law school. This was to
be the start of his entry into the political arena; Horatio Seymour had recently served
as Governor of New York, and had just stood as the Democratic Party's candidate for
President against Ulysses S Grant. During this time, Seymour ran afoul of the
Democrats at Tammany Hall, as his young intern must have noted with interest. The
lad also worked in the office of attorney Ward Hunt, once mayor of Utica and later
serving from 1872 to 1882 on the United States Supreme Court. There the aspiring
attorney was many times found poring over the charter of the City of New York.
Gaynor then read law for about two years and passed the New York bar in 1871. 
Eventually, in 1875, with an eye on the big city, he arrived in Flatbush. He worked
briefly as a reporter for the Brooklyn Argus before hanging out his shingle in
Flatbush. All the while, the young man had been considering matters and somewhere
between 1868 in the west and 1875 in the east, he had dropped his Catholic
upbringing and become something of an unattached Protestant (and perhaps a Mason)
with little use for organized religion,. Certainly, there was precious little room for a
Catholic in American public life. But he retained some devotion to God, to Christ and
to the Scriptures, while steering clear of ritual and sacraments.
Flatbush was widely known for its civic corruption—a reflection of the situation just
up the avenue and across the East River at Tammany Hall. The long reign of William
Tweed was coming to a close by 1872 but graft and corruption still marked all of New
York City’s operations. On a smaller scale, across the East River, the state of the local
government brought Gaynor to try to right the wrongs. He was appointed and elected
to several positions in Flatbush. He came to public notice after investigating election
frauds in Coney Island, when he jailed John Y McKane, the local Democratic boss
who had once elected himself town supervisor in Gravesend, land commissioner,
chairman of the water, tax and excise boards, and chief of police—all at the same
time. Gaynor’s Irish Catholic roots were apparent in most of his service and his hatred
of corruption. His training under the inspiring Brother Justin, the Seymours and
Justice Ward had made the man. The other abiding influence surely was the advice he
found in the Autobiography of Benjamin Franklin, his long-time companion.
William J Gaynor was born the year after John Quincy Adams died. The two
men had several things in common. Each was a man of integrity who
somehow reached high office. Both were thin-skinned where politicians
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should be insensitive, worked alone instead of within a party, and were abrupt,
forthright, and final in their conclusions instead of compromising. Gaynor
never said anything he did not mean and, more remarkable, he never meant
anything he did not say. He was “one of those old-fashioned kind of men, who
merely says in plain and peculiarly pungent and interesting English just what
is in his mind and lets the consequences take care of themselves.”
Gaynor came to defend his private life from intrusions and, leaving behind his short
career in journalism, demonstrated his scorn of “public relations” by his treatment of
reporters and newspapers. Writing to the National Publicity Bureau, he said: “You ask
me to give an interview saying, ‘What would I say to the readers of 3 000
newspapers?’ I would say to them to be very careful about believing all they see in the
newspapers.” Gaynor was a public figure with a “bent towards solitude, study,
serenity, contemplation, everything he summed up in the word ‘contentment’ ”. He
liked a good fight, but feeling that the office should seek the man, he never thrust
himself forward in pursuit of a place of honor and rewards.
The young man had married in 1874 and divorced seven years later on the
only grounds then available in New York: adultery. He moved to Brooklyn in
1885 and then, in 1886, he married Augusta C Mayer, a beautiful woman,
gracious, domestic and fond of society. They had seven children. The marriage
endured despite Gaynor’s temper, although Philip Kohler, one of Gaynor’s
secretaries, insisted there was in the woodwork of the Gaynors’ front hall a
slug that the wife had fired at her irascible husband —she missed. 
The attorney settled on the legal profession where his keen mind and boundless
energy brought him great success as one of the busiest of Brooklyn lawyers. He
proved himself not only a colorful personality but an enemy of corruption and
oppression. He represented such men as Shifty Hughie McCarthy who, as Lately
Thomas wrote in The Mayor Who Mastered New York, was “always in trouble,
suspected of everything, and usually guilty.” He also represented saloonkeepers
accused of violating the Sunday opening laws. He became a superb trial lawyer,
cutting quickly to the heart of a lawsuit with thorough preparation, cold logic and
terse, colloquial presentation. 
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The Judge
In 1893 Gaynor was elected to a seat on the New York Supreme Court. 
When he presided for the first time, in Brooklyn, the courtroom was crowded
with lawyers. The brisk pace he set caused a raising of eyebrows among the
oldsters. Gaynor dispatched the business on hand with such promptitude that
court was adjourned at noon. Thereafter it became an almost daily exhibition
of speediness, thoroughness, unerring perception of the issues at stake, and
sure application of legal principles leavened with common sense.
For Gaynor, law (though not necessarily the law) was codified common sense.
With pettifoggers, wasters of time, and slovenly pleaders he had no patience,
and when these irritated him sufficiently he could grow rude and even
insulting. His temper was uncertain. He worked prodigiously, and expected
everybody else to do so. He never adjourned court for mere convenience, and
the quantity of work he got through was impressive, yet his decisions stood up
on appeal better than those of any other Supreme Court judge.
But Gaynor for all his bullying of counsel and his crustiness toward witnesses “kept
one thing foremost in his mind—the interests of the litigant”.
 “It isn’t the lawyer I see in court, it’s the litigant behind him, pale with anxiety
and eating up his substance in dragged-out legal expenses,” he wrote. “It is for
his sake that I use all my authority to compel a rapid determination of cases.”
His preachment over and over again was: “A trial is a search for the Truth. A
lawsuit is not a game for sharp advantage.”
Justice Gaynor wrote an opinion stating that a gambling law did not apply to wagers
between friends, writing that the law was not meant to “[thrust] its nose into the
personal conduct of men and women to that extent” (New York Times, 7 August
1908).
During his years on the bench, themes that Gaynor never ceased to emphasize were
the defense of personal liberty, and opposition to the ill-advised attempts of
meddlesome reformers to remold social concepts and correct long-standing abuses by
restrictive legislation and force. Again and again he preached:
“The law knows of no greater folly than the notion that the police are the
custodians or conservers of the private morals of the community, or could be
made such with any safety whatever, or with any possibility of uplifting
morals instead of debasing them. The moral growth of a community depends
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on its churches, schools, and teachers, and the influence of a healthy and comfortable
home life, and not on the police.”
In 1905, the remarkable judge was appointed to the Appellate Division. After serving
a fourteen-year term with the Supreme Court, Gaynor was re-elected in 1907 to a
second term but he resigned in 1909 to run for mayor of New York City. It was taken
for granted that any Democratic candidate in the city would be sponsored and
supported by Tammany Hall.
Tammany Hall was facing a crisis in 1909: the Democratic Club had sniffed the
political winds and knew that reform was in the air. It was one of those times when
the urge “to throw the rascals out” takes hold, so voters were unlikely to look with
favor on another mayor who was a creature of Tammany. The best vote-getter would
be a man not associated with any political organization but well-known for a record of
honest public service. This would, of course, mean dry times for Tammany; but rather
a temporary drought than a repudiation at the polls that might have permanent effects.
Yes, the best candidate would be one with a reputation for independence and
incorruptibility. No political hack or Tammany puppet would do.
With this on his mind, over on East Fourteenth, Tammany boss Charles F Murphy
was figuring how the party might keep its grip on City Hall in that year’s elections.
He chose Gaynor, somehow believing he could be controlled. And so it was that
Judge William J Gaynor received the Democratic nomination for Mayor of New York
City. But the politicos had made a mistake. 
The Republicans on their side had nominated Otto Bannard, a wealthy,
colorless banker, and a strong ticket with him. Then William Randolph
Hearst, the publisher, who had unsuccessfully run for president in 1904, mayor
in 1905 and governor in 1906, announced his candidacy as an independent. 
Gaynor found his 30 years’ public service meant nothing. Only the World and the
New York Press endorsed him. The Times called his nomination “a scandal”.
Gaynor’s opponents called him “a symbol for everything that is indecent and
disgusting”, “a poor, I will go further and say a bad judge”, “a hypocrite”, “a learned
fraud”, “mentally cross-eyed”, “incapable of telling the truth”. Any handful of mud
would suit the journalists and editors. The press said that no campaign had ever been




On Election Day, Gaynor polled 43 percent of the vote; the Republican Bannard 30
percent; and independent Hearst 27 percent; they had split the vote. There had been
some hard campaigning: Hearst never forgave Gaynor, who had in his usual out-
spoken fashion announced, “Hearst’s face almost makes me want to puke”. In any
case, William Jay Gaynor was now the Mayor of New York.
Gaynor walks across 
the Brooklyn Bridge 
to his inauguration on
1 Jan 1910.
Gaynor was a member of  LouisWindmuller's Pedestrians Club, “the most exclusive,
distinguished, and enthusiastic walking club in America”. On New Year’s Day 1910,
the new mayor walked from his home in Brooklyn at 20 Eighth Avenue just north of
Lincoln Place in Park Slope, up Flatbush Avenue and over the river to City Hall—it
was the first time he had ever visited the seat of city government—and addressed the
1 500 people gathered to greet him: “I enter upon this office with the intention of
doing the very best I can for the City of New York. That will have to suffice; I can do
no more.” He continuted commuting exclusively by foot to City Hall, claiming “I
walk because I've always walked.” 
William Randolph Hearst had warned Gaynor to reject his corrupt Tammany sponsors
publicly. Hearst needn't have worried. Under Murphy, Tammany Hall, was entering
the dusk of its influence. Just then their newly elected candidate, a state Supreme
Court justice for 14 years, flummoxed the Democratic bosses by setting aside the
usual political favors to cronies of the party. He swiftly became no man's pawn. To
the horror of the bosses, Gaynor filled high-level government posts with experts and
city employees chosen from civil service lists in the order they appeared, effectively
curbing patronage and nepotism. It wasn't supposed to play out like this at all.
Without patronage, Tammany was on a starvation diet. “What do we have for
Murphy?” a colleague once asked his Honor. “A few kind words,” the Mayor replied.
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Gaynor railed against efforts to thwart the further development of the New York City
Subway system. One of his decisions was not deeply appreciated by a few in later
generations:
What transportation projects would you build with $31 billion? That’s how
much would have been raised had the tolls on the four city-owned East River
Bridges not been removed 100 years ago today.
“We would have a subway that runs on Second Avenue from the Bronx to the
Battery,” said Sam Schwartz, the former city traffic commissioner and the
co-founder of the New York City Bridges Centennial Commission. “We
would see a subway to Staten Island which was started in 1923 and was
aborted.”
Not only would $31 billion have paid for major new transit projects, said
Schwartz, it would have kept those free bridges in a state of good repair rather
than the near-collapse they fell into in the 1980s. In 1988, recalled Schwartz,
he had to close the entire Williamsburg Bridge for three months to prevent it
from falling into the river. “I would jealously look over at the Verrazano
Bridge being painted and repainted,” he said. “The difference at the Verrazano
Bridge is you pay a $13 toll. You get what you pay for.”
When Mayor William J Gaynor tore out the tollbooths, driving across the
bridge only cost a dime. Cyclists paid a nickel, and horse riders three cents.
Even at those now-minimal rates, the tolls would have raised over $1 billion
in the last century, according to Schwartz. Had the tolls remained in place and
then been raised over time to match the tolls on the Triborough Bridge, they’d
have raised $31 billion in 2011 dollars.
Mayor William J Gaynor Owes New York City $31 Billion, and Counting
by Noah Kazis, 19 July 2011
At the time, Gaynor saw removing the tolls as a way of knitting together the newly
unified city of New York, which had been formed only thirteen years earlier. But even
then, it was widely understood that taking out tolls meant giving a break to relatively
privileged drivers over the rest of the city. The New York Times wrote that Francis
Bent, a Tammany- aligned alderman from Brooklyn, “did not believe in removing
tolls paid for the most part by wealthy automobile owners ‘who did not care whether
they paid tolls or not.
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A strong-willed but compassionate mayor, Gaynor once remarked, “The world does
not grow better by force or by the policeman's club.” The city’s better element had
long since decided vice and its companion, police corruption, were New York’s great
problems. To professional reformers like the Rev Charles Parkhurst, this meant
eradicating prostitution and gambling. Somehow, it also meant rigidly enforcing
Sunday closing laws, which denied the public any entertainments on their one day off.
To Gaynor Parkhurst and his ilk were self-righteous busybodies. Once, when Gaynor
was introduced to William Sheafe Chase, a Sunday-law enforcement fanatic who
affected an ecclesiastical title, Gaynor refused his extended hand, saying, “Canon?
You’re no canon. You’re only a popgun.”
H L Mencken, in his early days as a reporter, covered the police beat and city hall in
Baltimore and learned to know the good, the bad and the ugly of the species. He had
great respect for Gaynor both as a judge and as mayor in New York. 
“Gaynor was that great rarity in American political history: a judge who
actually believed in the Bill of Rights. When he sat on the bench in Brooklyn
he tried to enforce it to the letter, to the natural scandal of his brethren of the
ermine. Scarcely a day went by that he did not denounce the police for their
tyrannies. He turned loose hundreds of prisoners, raged and roared from the
bench, and wrote thousands of letters on the subject, many of them
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magnificent expositions of Jeffersonian doctrine. Unfortunately, his strange
ideas alarmed the general run of respectable New Yorkers quite as much as
they alarmed his fellow judges, and so he was always in hot water. When
Tammany, with sardonic humor, made him mayor, he began an heroic but
vain effort to give New York decent government. He might as well have tried
to make the stockyards of Chicago smell like a field of asphodel. In the end,
worn out and embittered by the struggle, he died unlamented, and today
political historians scarcely mention him. Yet he was a great political
philosopher and a great soul. It is the tragedy of the Republic that such men
are so few, and that their efforts, when they appear, go for so little.”
There are surely many men of integrity. Why do we so seldom find them in public
office? We can answer this question in Gaynor’s own words: “If the people of a city
are generally ignorant, base, and corrupt,” he said, “they will have that kind of
government….government like water does not rise higher than its source.”
Gaynor was always his own master, wrote Louis Heaton Pink. “No one—no
politician, financier, or priest—ever controlled him. With all his faults and petty
weaknesses he towered above his fellows. ‘I have been Mayor’—for this posterity
will remember him.”
During lulls in his office routine, Gaynor buzzed
for a stenographer, took a basket of letters and
began dictating. Most correspondents received
such boilerplate as:
Dear Sir: I thank you very much for your kind
and encouraging letter of March 31.
Very truly yours,
W.J. Gaynor, Mayor
Others received a much more styled reply: 
Dear Sir: I care nothing for common
rumor, and I guess you made up the
rumor in this case yourself. 
Very truly yours, 
W.J. Gaynor, Mayor. 
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Dear Sir: Your letter is at hand and I have read enough of it to see that you are
a mere scamp. Nonetheless, I sometimes derive profit from the sayings and
doings of scamps. 
Very truly yours, 
W.J. Gaynor, Mayor.
Dear Madam: I regret to say that I do not know anyone I can recommend to
you as a husband. You can doubtless make a better selection than I can, as you
know the kind of man you want. Of course, it may be very hard to find him,
but no harder for you than for me. 
Very truly yours, 
W.J. Gaynor, Mayor.
Dear Sir: I am very glad to receive your letter and your poem. The poem is
very fine but your advice is very bad. 
Very truly yours, 
W.J. Gaynor, Mayor.
Dear Sir: No, I do not want a bear. 
Very truly yours,
W.J. Gaynor, Mayor.
To another who worked in the Flatiron Building near the church presided over by
Gaynor’s nemesis, the Rev Charles Parkhurst, and who complained that the clock on
the Metropolitan Life Insurance Company tower chimed 40 times an hour, he wrote: 
But really, does the clock make as much noise as Dr Parkhurst does? You




The Man of the People
Against moves toward greater order, the mayor championed children’s street games,
advising one young man who wrote him, “If you show this letter to the policeman, I
think he will let you play with a soft rubber ball on 101st Street between Lexington
and Park Avenues if you ask him and if you are careful not to hit other people.”
Gaynor worked hard to reform the police.
He stopped warrantless raids, he curtailed
using clubs on children and passersby to
clear the streets. However, his police
commissioner, Rhinelander Waldo, was
clueless. Waldo was a wealthy, baby-faced
34-year-old blueblood descended from
among the earliest Dutch settlers. A West
Point graduate who had fought in the
Philippines, he was honest, energetic and
enthusiastic, with beautiful manners—that
was about it. His three senior deputies were
grafters. Indeed, the chief of staff, Winfield
Sheehan, was involved with one of the three
men controlling the illegal gambling in the
city. This was the sort of mess the mayor
went after.
He continued to insist the “principal duty of
the police is to preserve the public peace,
and keep outward order and decency.”
Lately Thomas writes about what Gaynor said to those who disagreed with him:
Directing his fire at those “societies, and private enthusiasts, for the
‘suppression of vice,’”who urged the necessity of extralegal methods to
combat crime and vice effectively, Gaynor advised that they “read history, and
learn the supreme danger of trying to do all at once by the policeman’s club
what can be done at all only gradually by the slow moral development which
comes principally from our schools and churches….
“The notion that the morals of the community can be reformed and made
better, or that government can be purified and lifted up, instead of being
debased and demoralized, by the policeman’s club and axe, is so pernicious
and dangerous in any government, let alone a free government, that no one can
harbor it whose intellectuals are not, as Macaulay says, ‘in that most unhappy
of all states, that is to say, too much disordered for liberty, and not sufficiently
disordered for Bedlam.’
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“It would be difficult to speak with forbearance of the strange pretense that the
police could not enforce the law if they kept within the law themselves….
Crimes and vices are evils to the community; but it behooves a free people
never to forget that they have more to fear from the growth of the one vice of
arbitrary power in government than from all the other vices and crimes
combined. It debases everybody, and brings in its train all of the vices.”
Nothing good or lasting can be accomplished in a hurry, he counseled. To those who
were calling for social realignments and reforms right now, this counsel was
unpalatable. In a speech before the New York Agricultural Society he would embody
the fullest statement of his belief on this basic point:
“Some things that exist in the body politic which are wrong cannot be
abolished offhand; we have to move slowly, so that all we can do under such
conditions which society has created is to lessen them by degrees, little by
little, here a little and there a little, until we gradually climb down to the level
we want to reach, and do no injury to anybody. Everything is of slow growth,
my friends, in this world, that is good…. In all things, material, moral,
political, economical, the rule is slow growth. We must do the best we can,
and if we find a thing wrong, we must wait a long period of time to fix it.”
Gaynor’s rule with regard to labor disputes was to maintain law and order but to
practice strict neutrality between the opposing factions. This, of course, infuriated the
employers who were accustomed to being treated favorably in their conflicts with
employees. The exception to Gaynor’s rule was when strikes were against the public
welfare; these he refused to countenance and he consequently angered labor
representatives. When employees of the city threatened a ferry strike, Gaynor told
them bluntly that if they did they would never work for the city again while he was
mayor. “Under civil service rules,” explains Lately Thomas, “insubordination was
grounds for dismissal; and nobody doubted that Mayor Gaynor, unpledged and
unbossed, with an impressive reputation for meaning just what he said, would if
necessary execute the law to the letter. There was no ferry strike.”
When the drivers of ash and garbage wagons did walk off, Gaynor treated them as
men who had quit their jobs. He instructed Commissioner Edwards to hire
replacements and give them examinations that would meet civil service requirements.
For a day or so garbage collection almost ceased and when the weather turned warm
the health department warned of an imminent threat of disease. Gaynor held firm and
to inquirers made his stand perfectly clear:
“The city officials are not trying to ‘break’ any ‘strike’. The drivers of the ash
and garbage wagons have quit their jobs and their places are being filled by
others. They are not to be taken back. There is a great misunderstanding on
this head. The commissioner could not take them back if he wanted to. He can
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employ such men only from the civil service list. When men in the city
departments quit they are struck from the payroll and their employment by the
city is at an end. Their places then have to be filled from the civil service lists.
None of these men can ever be employed by the city again unless they undergo
civil service examinations and get on the eligible list again. That the civil
service board would ever permit them to get on the list again is not
conceivable. None of them will get back.”
Six days after the start of the walkout the movement collapsed, and the next day
street-cleaning operations were back at normal. Pressure was brought on Gaynor to
take the strikers back, but he gave them no satisfaction. To the wife of a striker he
wrote: “Your husband quit work without any cause whatever and I can do nothing for
him. He treated the city very shabbily”. “The notion that one should not treat ‘the
city’—that is, the public, the entire community—shabbily,” writes Thomas, “was
novel then to some of its employees, and remains novel still.”
Among working men and women, the out-spoken mayor was at ease, and chatted
easily of farming or work or politics with the uneducated. Among his intellectual
equals, he was a genial and fascinating conversationalist. If a reporter caught him on a
good day, as did a reporter from the World who met him at his Long Island summer
home, he would murmur, “Well, if you have to interview me, let’s step inside and go
to work on it like mechanics.” There he took out two tumblers and uncorked the Old
Senator.
He loved dining with friends over a bottle of champagne, talking about history,
politics, literature, the law and whatever came to mind. His capacity for spirits was
bottomless and seemed only to sharpen his tongue. Before Gaynor was elected mayor,
Ira Bamberger, a lawyer and friend, once spent the evening at dinner with the judge.
As Thomas wrote, “their talk lasted well into the night, and more than one cork was
popped.” Bamberger had a case on Gaynor’s calendar the next morning. Bamberger
missed the first call. He staggered late into court. Judge Gaynor called Bamberger up
to the bench and rebuked him for his lateness, concluding, “From your appearance,
you would seem to have fallen among bad companions.”
Albert Jay Nock once remarked that Gaynor “impressed me as by far the ablest man
in our public life.” What an extraordinary man he was. No one in my time understood
so well the function of a public servant under a republic.” Gaynor was, in Nock’s
opinion, the last American, “the last, at any rate, in public life.”
In 1912, the Superintendent of Public Instruction asked Gaynor for a message to be
read to all the school-children of New York on the Fourth of July. He got it. Not a
scream from the eagle, not a word of fustian about the Founding Fathers, or about
how grand and glorious our civilization is, how good and wise we all are, and above
all, how rich. Instead, about 800 words of a magnificent exposition of what republican
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government really is, and what the people’s responsibility for it is—sound,
old-fashioned American doctrine, mostly in words of one syllable. It ended with this:
We must therefore be vigilant of every little approach to despotism, however
little it may be. We must see to it that those whom we elect to office do not go
outside of the laws, or set themselves up above the laws, and do as they
please. It has always been the case throughout the world that the officials who
did this did it on the plea that the laws were not good enough; that they could
do better than the laws prescribed. Beware of all such officials. We do not
want officials who have any lust of power. We want officials who are very
careful about exercising power. We want officials who are careful to exercise
no power except that given to them by the people by their laws. There is no
more dangerous man in a free country, in a democracy, than an official who
thinks he is better than the laws. The good man in office should be most
careful not to set a bad example or precedent for his bad successor, who will
come along sooner or later.
On the duty of public men Gaynor had this to say in a letter to a Philadelphia
supporter:
Might I say to you that what we most need in this country now is for our
public men and statesmen to discontinue loose talk, and speak with exactness
on public questions, and without regard to what effect they may think the truth
may have on their own future. To try to advance in the field of politics, and in
the attainment of office, by loose or false statements, is despicable. What we
need is that our public men, instead of loosely crying out all sorts of evils,
should put their finger exactly on the thing, and define it, and hold it up and
show it, so that everyone of average intelligence may see it and understand it.
Those who are not willing to do this should hold their peace.
Unlike some who profess a fondness for political liberty, Mayor Gaynor understood
the importance of economic freedom. The socialist scheme of placing all lands and
instruments of production under the control of the state, said Gaynor, “would by
doing away with the incentives to individual freedom greatly reduce production, and
thereby increase poverty and distress….”. And elsewhere he had noted that “the
mother of excellence in the world is competition.” He did not favor interfering with
business, either in the way of passing statutes to curb it or to expand it “because the
right principle is that the law should leave all business free, with no favor to
anyone…”. Monopolies, he understood, “were the artificial creation of government
itself, evils which had their origin ‘in laws which we have passed instead of any
failure to pass laws.’ “
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The Fighter
Gaynor’s character and accomplishments were unique. His career as a lawyer, judge,
and mayor, observed Mortimer Smith, was “a long record of almost startling variation
from type. Among political hacks, dandies, venal spoilsmen, and near morons who
have served as mayors of New York, he towers as a great unorthodox figure, a man of
enormous but erratic ability, a vivid and sometimes frightening personality, and with
an unyielding sense of public duty.” His seasoned, philosophical point of view was
opposed to “the pragmatic sail-trimming and mere expediency of the average
politician. He was a libertarian, the last thoroughgoing, primitive Jeffersonian in our
public life.” Like Jefferson he had “sworn eternal hostility against every form of
tyranny over the mind of man” and in everything he said or did he showed devotion to
the Jeffersonian dictum: “That government is best which governs least.” He was,
then, “the perfect nonpolitical type” who “abhorred pussyfooting” and liked to “air his
opinions, even when there was no necessity to do so—or, especially when there was
no necessity…”.
Gaynor believed that government “was a convenient and necessary device for
maintaining order and justice under law but should be little more.” He maintained
“that there are certain ills inherent in nature and associated living which cannot be
cured but only endured, but that the worse ills are, in the words of William Graham
Sumner, ‘the complicated products of all the tinkering, meddling, and blundering of
social doctors.’ ” He believed that “men have the best chance of happiness and
effectiveness when they are allowed the widest possible areas in which to function
without restraint…. He mistrusted large power and big government” and with Sumner
felt that “when the state becomes too powerful, too mixed up in the affairs of its
citizens, it becomes the best prize of base struggles, and the most powerful engine by
which some men may exploit others.”
Gaynor could be secretive, scrappy, ill-tempered and blunt. He did not suffer fools,
yet a friend also described him as melding “the methodical persistence of Grant and
the tactical genius of Lee.”
Gaynor had little patience with the many reformers who were always pestering him to
“do something” about the people whose behavior they frowned upon. But Gaynor
objected to “adding to the multiplicity of laws” and to “putting additional power in
the hands of government. He was loath to give government the power of deciding
whether a man could take a drink, read a book, play baseball on Sunday, see a play or
moving-picture, or go to a prize fight.”
Yet all Gaynor’s philosophy could not bridle his bad temper. Years later, reporters
who had covered City Hall during the administrations of Gaynor and Fiorello La
Guardia agreed hands-down that Gaynor’s capacity for sustained, epic, imaginative
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profanity, rich with allusion, imagery and metaphor, made the Little Flower look like
a sissy.
In 1913, with his term coming to an end, His Honor had been dropped long before by
the bosses of the Democratic Party. As a result he was nominated for a second term
by an independent citizens’ committee. Nevertheless, Gaynor’s political career was
over. The Republican- Fusionists nominated John Purroy Mitchel, a social climber
barely 30 years old. Rejected by all official parties, Gaynor ran as an independent. In a
massive demonstration and parade at City Hall, he picked up a shovel and said he
would “shovel all these grafters into the ground.” He accepted the nomination on
September 4 and on the following day sailed to England for a few weeks’ vacation.
On September 12, while still at sea, he died.
With a shovel to show his support of building the




The sudden death of William Jay Gaynor has a bloody story behind it. Early in his
term as mayor, during an assassination attempt, Gaynor had been shot in the throat. It
happened on board the SS Kaiser Wilhelm der Grosse, which was docked at Hoboken.
(That the shooting occurred on the “William the Great” was a strange note.) He was
posing for photographers and chatting on the deck with well-wishers from his official
family as well as with a fellow passenger, the president of Chile, when at 9.40 AM,
Robert Anderson, the mayor’s secretary, shouted a warning as a man drew his pistol
and six inches away from the mayor’s head pulled the trigger. The gun failed to go
off. Before being subdued, the man fired two more shots, hitting Gaynor in the neck
and then in the back. 
The assassin was James J Gallagher, who a few weeks before had been let go
by the city’s docks department from a 25-cents-an-hour post as night-
watchman on the East River piers. The 58-year-old Irish immigrant who lived
alone in a boarding house on Third Avenue, had been accused of dereliction of
duty, while he claimed he was the victim of a conspiracy. He had written the
mayor seeking redress; he also tried to meet with him a few days earlier at
City Hall, but was rebuffed with a note that said the mayor “can do nothing in
the matter of which you write.”
“You took the bread and meat out of my mouth,” Gallagher cried as he fired a
.38 revolver, striking the mayor and
hitting his sanitation commissioner,
William H. Edwards. “Tell the people
goodbye for me,” Gaynor gasped,
believing that he was mortally
wounded. He was taken to St Mary,
where he recuperated for several weeks.
The bullet lodged in the vault of
Gaynor’s larynx and on doctors’ advice
was not removed. Nonetheless, it
brought on frequent fits of exhausting
coughing. He returned to City Hall on
the 3rd of October.
Assassination attempt 
on 8 August 1910
At left is Edward J Litchfield and at right is Benjamin C. Marsh.
But in another report: on the left, moving forward to help the mayor is Robert Todd Lincoln,
the only surviving son of President Lincoln. On the right is Robert Marsh, grabbing the
mayor’s arm to steady him.
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Now Marsh has lost his first name and Lincoln may have been tagged only because he
coincidentally was witness to three presidential assassinations. Thus, although there is a
resemblance, the man on the left is probably Litchfield. And Lincoln certainly was a
Republican.
The Evening World photographer William Warnecke was on board to cover the first
day of the mayor’s vacation. His extraordinary photograph was the result of a rather
strange circumstance. All of the other photographers covering the mayor’s departure
had come and gone by the time Warnecke arrived. As a result he captured the moment
just after the shot went into Gaynor's neck. The snapshot remains one of the greatest
photographs in the history of American photojournalism. Gaynor is seen struggling to
stay on his feet. According to his own account, he could not see, was unable to
breathe, and heard a “metallic roar” coming and going in his head.
Gaynor recovered somewhat, although the bullet would remain lodged in his throat,
and his entire term of mayor he would remain weakened and haggard. He would even
use the injury as a reason to get out of discussing delicate subjects, saying, “Sorry,
can't talk today. This fish hook in my throat is bothering me.” The shooting prompted
such an outpouring of sympathy that short-lived boomlets of support projected
Gaynor for the governorship and even the presidency. But the mayor spurned higher
office. He wrote:
When a man has gone down into the Valley of the Shadow and looked the
specter Death in the face, and said to it, ‘I am ready,’ nothing in this world
looks very large to him.
Shortly before the shooting, a constituent had warned him against going around the
city unescorted. “I do not think anyone would do me any harm unless he was a
lunatic, and it is hard to guard against lunatics,” Gaynor replied. Just after the
shooting, Gaynor blamed “journalistic scoundrels” for stoking public sentiment
against him and creating a climate for violence.
During the rest of his term his health deteriorated and there was an aggravation and
intensifying of certain flaws in his character. Even those persons devoted to the man
acknowledged him as irascible, unstable, and impatient. He shut his mind to the fact
that reality did not match his inner vision and he became even more sensitive to all
criticisms of himself or his administration. And like the rest of us, he was not always
consistent. No, Gaynor was not a pleasant companion much of the time, though with
the right company he was a charming person and brilliant conversationalist. But as
one newspaper declared, “We are aware of no provision in the constitution of the state
or the charter of the city which asserts that the mayor of New York must be
sweet-tempered and gentle and lovable. Mr. Gaynor is rather difficult to get along
with at times and we are glad that we have no personal relations with him; but these




The brush with death, paired with his
remarkable house-cleaning at City Hall,
quickly transformed him into a popular
leader. As we have seen, in 1913
Tammany wouldn't help him, so became
an independent in order to stay on as
mayor.
He set sail for Europe aboard RMS Baltic.
(He should have known to avoid ocean-
liners.) Just before sailing, he delivered a
vituperative parting salvo at the
Democrats by announcing his
nomination. In the meantime, he said, “I
am going to spend two weeks on the
ocean where nobody can get at me.” Six
days later, on 10 September 1913, Gaynor
died suddenly in a deck chair aboard the
liner. After his death, doctors concluded
that he died of a heart attack, and that his
old wound was at most a minor contributing factor.
13 September 1913, New York Times:
Mayor William J Gaynor of New York died in his steamer chair on board the
steamship Baltic early Wednesday afternoon when the liner was 400 miles off
the Irish Coast. His death was due to a sudden heart attack. 
The news reached London a little before 4 PM to-day, coming by way of New
York, and half an hour later a message was received from Liverpool saying
that the White Star Line offices had been advised by wireless of his death.
In the evening a wireless dispatch from the Baltic was received from the
Mayor’s son, Rufus Gaynor, describing his father’s death in these words:
“My father, William J Gaynor, died on board the White Star liner Baltic at
seven minutes past 1 o’clock on Wednesday afternoon. His death was due to
heart failure, and he was seated in his chair when the end came. The deck
steward had been with the Mayor a few moments before his death and had
taken his order for luncheon, the Mayor marking the menu to indicate the
dishes he desired.
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“I was on the boat deck and went below at the lunch call to tell my father that
his lunch was ready. He had been taking his meals in one of the staterooms,
and he was seated in the chair apparently asleep. I shook him gently but he did
not respond.
“His trained nurse, who had been with him ten minutes previously, was
summoned and the ship’s surgeon, Dr Hopper, was called. The Mayor was
given a hypodermic injection, and artificial respiration was resorted to, but it
was quickly apparent that he was beyond any aid. An examination with a
stethoscope showed that the heart was no longer beating. The body was taken
in charge by the ship’s officers, embalmed and placed in a sealed casket.”
Gaynor’s body was returned to New York on the liner Lusitania.
Curiously, Gaynor's would-be assassin Gallagher had died of paresis just a few
months prior, at an insane asylum in Trenton. He was never tried for shooting the
mayor; he was sentenced to 12 years imprisonment for shooting Mr Edwards.
On 20 September, Gaynor’s body lay in state on a bier in the City Hall rotunda, where
Lincoln’s body had lain nearly 50 years before. At 8 AM, the doors were opened; five
hundred people were waiting to pay their respects. An hour later, 15,000 people stood
in a line two miles long to honor the mayor who, whether right or wrong, had always
been on their side. All day, the people filed past him. At midnight, when the doors
were closed, 20,000 were still in line. The next morning, more than 100,000 people
lined Broadway as a horse-drawn caisson bore the coffin eight blocks down to Trinity
Church. The funeral procession that followed was the largest New York City had seen
since President Abraham Lincoln’s in 1865. He was buried in Green-Wood Cemetery,
a few blocks from the Gaynor home in Park Slope. His monument is in Section 7, Lot
7051. The date of his birth on the stone is given as 1851, not 1849. (This later date is
completely implausible: he could not have entered the novitiate when he was 12!).
He was “…a primitive American and really believed in the Bill of Rights,” the Globe
wrote. “These things did not represent sentimental nonsense to him nor did he regard
them as impractical abstractions.” He thoroughly believed in not interfering with
people who lived as they wanted without disturbing their neighbors. He believed
people should spend Sunday as they wished. He often released boys and young men
arrested for playing ball on Sunday. He was tolerant of backsliding from the stricter
moral codes. He did not believe men would be transformed into angels, at least
in his time, and lacked patience for those who insisted on its immediate possibility.
What sets Gaynor apart from most other public officials? At the time of his death,
why did the “poor people of the East Side turn out at break of dawn to go down to the
City Hall where his body lay”?  He certainly “never flattered them, never played up to
them,” said A J Nock. He never tried to buy votes with promises of something for
nothing and he never catered to the demands of minority pressure groups. “Perhaps”,
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said Mortimer Smith, “there were not a few who sincerely regretted the passing of an
intransigent individualist, for the crowd sometimes covertly admires and envies the
nonconformist.” Or maybe Nock was right in answering that the poor people










over the Brooklyn Bridge,
take the first ramp off the
bridge, turn right to
Cadman Plaza, and you
will run smack dab into a
marble slab and the stoic
bust of William Jay
Gaynor, mayor of New
York City from 1910 to
1913. 
“Very few mayors are
honored with statuary in this city, especially a mayor with so short a term in office.
Gaynor's term represented a shakedown of traditional New York Tammany politics, a
true bureaucratic reform movement.”
From Know Your Mayors: William Jay Gaynor 
The Gaynor Memorial Committee commissioned German-born sculptor Adolph
Alexander Weinman to create the bust of Gaynor flanked by a pair of allegorical
bas-reliefs representing law and strength on one side and knowledge and ease on the
other. The piece was dedicated in 1926. The inscription, “Ours is a government of
laws not men,” describes Gaynor’s anti-corruption, pro-reform style.
Astoria Park was promptly named in his honor, but Tammany aldermen later
rescinded the designation. A Brooklyn intermediate school (Number 49) that bore his
name was closed at the end of Spring 2009.. While City Hall was being renovated, his
official portrait, which once hung on the third floor, was stuck in storage.
Deepwells, the Gaynor summer residence on North County Road in St James,
remains. This charming spot is far out on Long Island in Suffolk County. The
playfields of Gaynor Park are also located in St James on Woodlawn Avenue.
The memorial still stands in Brooklyn’s Cadman Plaza. A plaque that he presented to
St Mary Hospital in Hoboken, where he was treated after the shooting, was found a
few years ago by Michael Miscione, the Manhattan borough historian, in the
basement of a Brooklyn building belonging to the Franciscan Sisters of the Poor. It’s
on loan to the Museum of the City of New York, where it is on display. His official








Stephen McMahon was born, third of seven, on 4 April 1833 in Cong, County Mayo.
In this rural setting he grew to love the outdoors and horsemanship in particular. In
1845, the disaster of the potato-blight drove the family to the New World. The
McMahons moved to the lower East Side of Manhattan. Stephen worked as a clerk
for Watkins & Co, and quickly became a general manager. By 1852 he was offered a
partnership; however, he had other plans. He entered the novitiate of the Brothers at
Montreal on 19 September 1853 and was given the habit and the name Justian (later
anglicized to Justin) on 21 November 1853. The next year he was sent to teach at
Calvert Hall, a new foundation in Baltimore. There were returns to Quebec for
pronouncing his vows. As his ability was recognized he was named Director at Utica
in 1859 and quickly raised the reputation of the school. At the same time, saying that
“God considers the poor and abandoned as his children...”, he opened a section of the
Brothers’ House to local orphans. Justin housed, fed and schooled the boys for three
years. (This work may have impressed the young Bill Gaynor.) In 1866 he returned to
Calvert Hall as Director. There he became close friends of Archbishop Martin John
Spalding and a young priest, James Gibbons, later Cardinal and Archbishop of
Baltimore. 
By 1868 he was singled out as the man to lead the Brothers to California. He was
named Visitor (provincial superior) of San Francisco. His extraordinary work at Saint
Mary’s College has been documented extensively. For example, in 1872 he persuaded
the legislature in Sacramento to grant the college a State Charter. With an eye to
expanding the work of the Brothers in the West, Justin opened a novitiate in Oakland
and established Sacred Heart College in San Francisco. A distinguished alumnus, a
non-Catholic, declared: “After my parents, Brother Justin was the first human being
to take an interest in me”.
In 1879 Brother Justin was re-assigned to be Visitor of New York, and he held that
post until 1898. A unparalleled expansion of the work of the Brothers took place
during those twenty years. Schools were set up throughout New England and even in
Nova Scotia. In 1890 he was sent as Visitor of Ireland for a year to establish
Waterford Training College. With the unnecessary and unpleasant trouble caused by
the Jesuits and the Latin Question, Justin and a number of other outspoken leaders
among the Brothers came under censure and were sent into exile in 1898. As a
punishment he was assigned to France to work quietly in a grammar school in
Toulouse. In 1901, he was transferred across the Channel to the school in Manchester.
In November, he was finally allowed back to America and was appointed Director
and president at Christian Brothers College in Saint Louis. He returned to New York
when stricken with paralysis; he died 25 miles north of Manhattan at Pocantico Hills
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